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Abstract
A Future Search (FS) Conference is a systems based large group intervention that utilizes a
dialogue process among interdependent stakeholders to analyze the past, understand the present,
envision a better future, and agree to action plans to work towards the desired future. This study
uses an instrumental case study design (Stake, 1995) to consider two education-based futureoriented conferences to understand the real-life applicability of the conditions for success
framework by Weisbord and Janoff (2010). Participants’ perceptions of the action research
conferences were positive. The framework illustrated factors related to the core principle of
getting the “whole system” in the room that were linked to post-conference outcomes and
challenges. Systemic relationships between organizers and stakeholders can affect the
achievement of the conditions for success and illustrate how interventions with very similar
topics and methods can represent entirely different system level tasks. My study supports the
importance of the conditions for success framework.
Keywords: future search, conference, large group intervention, conditions for success, whole
system
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Chapter I: Introduction and Purpose
Human populations are clearly facing existential threats, with projected rises in extreme
heat conditions due to global climate change expected to represent the greatest threat to human
health (Kenny et al., 2020), instances of mass shootings in the United States (US) distressingly
frequent (Nagin et al., 2020), and the continuing need to combat global health concerns
regarding coronavirus disease (Phelan et al., 2020). Yet enacting real life solutions requires
integrating academic knowledge regarding complexity (McDonald et al., 2009) with
considerations of the myriad issues involved in real life policy approaches to these “wicked
problems” (Rittel & Webber, 1973). “Wicked problems” include a combination of uncertainty,
complexity, and divergence of opinion and have been found helpful in understanding (but not
necessarily in solving) problems in fields as diverse as environmental policy, education, social
policy, urban planning, and even business (Head, 2008).
As the need for collaboration may never have been greater, Bottcher et al. (2020) warn of
a global move towards polarized societies. One clearly polarized aspect of US society is the
difference in the lived experiences of minority populations in the country. During the past decade
the issue of police killings of black civilians has garnered widespread public attention, especially
due to video evidence of the deadly consequences of deep-seated racism (Blum, 2020). Racism
can be considered a wicked problem, as it has many components and requires understanding of a
wide array of overlapping issues that are operating within the same societal system. These
overlapping issues include: institutional structures involved in political power distribution, law
enforcement, and disparities in economic and educational opportunities (Merolla & Jackson,
2019).
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Education is often heralded as the potential equalizer, yet educational gaps based on race
and economic factors remain a reality in the United States (Bernardi & Ballarino, 2016; Growe
& Montgomery, 2003). White students perform 25 points better than black students in
mathematics by grade four and 32 points better by grade eight. For reading, white students
perform 26 points better than black students in mathematics by grade four and 28 points better by
grade eight based on the 500 point scale (National Center for Education Statistics, 2020).
Reardon et al. (2019) found the most significant aspect of racially segregated schools to be
elevated levels of minority students’ exposure to significant poverty. Hanushek et al. (2020)
found the educational gap between students in the upper quartile of socioeconomic status (SES)
0.9 of a standard deviation, which means that students in the upper quartile of SES status
perform learning that is at a level that is approximately three years higher than students in the
lower quartile of SES status. And regarding future earnings, Chetty et al. (2020) did not see an
end in sight to the income gap between blacks and American Indians when compared to whites.
They found a median household income of $53,730 for whites as compared to $20,650 for blacks
and $22,260 for American Indians for those born between 1978–1983. Although public attention
and scholarly documentation may be important building blocks, what can be done to solve these
wicked problems?
Some methods to address wicked problems attempt to use the process of stakeholder
dialogue to integrate a greater understanding of the issues and to promote collaborations among a
wide variety of knowledge holders and other stakeholders in order to address the complexity of
the system in which the issue of interest operates (McDonald et al., 2009). These dialogue
methods follow several traditions, such as Lewin’s (1946) social psychology, Von Bertalanffy’s
systems theory (1956), and Bion’s psychoanalytic theory (see Bion, 1984). The discipline of
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Integration and Implementation Sciences (I2S) strives to maximize the effectiveness of
interdisciplinary researchers and their ability to use systems-based procedures to address real
world problems and to create meaningful and actionable knowledge (Bammer, 2013).
In the context of I2S, dialogue methods are seen as promising due to their abilities to
promote collaborations among a wide variety of knowledge holders. These collaborations can
address the complexity of the system in which the issue of interest operates and promote research
integration, which is the synthesis of multidisciplinary and stakeholder knowledge of wicked
problems (McDonald et al., 2009). A well-used and complex dialogue method with significant
success stories is the FS conference action research method that emphasizes eight conditions for
success (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010). Nitecki et al. (2013) is the only peer reviewed study of the
conditions for success for the FS conference method. Nitecki et al. utilized an evaluative case
study approach to examine a conference by a university that sought transformative change for its
library. Approximately a year after the conference, they interviewed planning committee
members and sent a survey to all conference participants. The intent of their multiple qualitative
methodologies was to evaluate the execution, impact and applicability of organizing a FS
conference in an academic library setting and found that the stakeholders felt that the conditions
had been met for that one conference (Nitecki et al., 2013). Here I considered two
implementations of the FS conference method, although one had been billed as a future search
conference but is more accurately considered a two day conference that utilized the principles of
the future search conference model. My intention was to understand the complexities of how the
conditions for the success framework aligned with perceptions of FS conferences by considering
links between the conditions for success and outcomes and challenges.

3

Future Search Conference action research method
An FS conference (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010) is a type of participatory action research
that utilizes stakeholder dialogue to analyze the past, understand the present, and to agree to find
common solutions for the future. The FS method involves both large and small group dialogues
and interventions during the course of a three-day conference. These dialogues are designed to
develop shared consensus among researchers and other stakeholders in order to develop and
implement action steps to work towards a shared vision of the future (Weisbord & Janoff, 2000).

Origins of Future Search
Future Search (FS) grew out of Organization Development (OD), which was conceived
as a strategy for large-scale systemic or cultural change (French & Bell, 1973). ODassumeses
that many people are needed to accept the need for change based on acknowledging gaps
between reality and an ideal. Consultants suppl and enact a diagnostic framework intended to
change system dynamics by facilitating change in how people relate to each other and how they
take on responsibilities. FS conferences grew from these ideas but FS principles differ fromo OD
in that facilitators of FS conferences do not diagnose problems or come up with strategies about
how to fix situations. The goal instead is to set up conditions for success that enable people to
choose new ways of relating to each other and to the main issue (Weisbord & Janoff, 2000).
Based on the premise that everyone can help to improve systems, Weisbord and Janoff (2010)
claimed that the FS method extends traditional organization development in new directions by
three specific resultsup. The first is that a three day meeting can have longstanding effects; the
second is how stakeholders representing “the whole system” are all that is required for
substantive change; and the third is that it can be more helpful to set up conditions in which

4

participants can choose new ways of relating to each other as opposed to diagnosing problems in
a complex system and attempting to enact cures (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010).
The FS method emanated from a combination of two previous conference models, (1)
“Futures Conferences” by Eva Schindler-Rainman and Ronald Lippitt and (2) the “Search
Conference” pioneered by Eric Trist and Fred Emery and further developed by Fred and
Merrelyn Emery. Weisbord and Janoff (2000) credited the future conferences for the concept of
a large scale community getting together to envision a better future, while they credited the
search conference method with the value that all issues are valid and that opposing views need to
be heard. The FS conference method also incorporated Agazarian’s (1969) work in large group
counseling techniques and theory. Agazarian and Gantt (2005) described how human systems
survive, develop, and transform by organizing information in a complex manner; this entails
understanding and adapting to differences in what is apparently similar and finding similarities in
what is apparently different. In order to enable differentiation, stakeholders speak individually or
in small groups of similar stakeholders (Weisbord & Janoff, 2007). Small groups of mixed
stakeholders allow for the integration of diverse perspectives. After all small group work, each
small group reports to the entire group to further integrate system knowledge among all
stakeholders (Weisbord & Janoff, 2007). FS conferences function by getting people to learn
about the issue at hand on a more complex level as they work as peers on topics of mutual
concern. This process often enables them to bypass traditional barriers between people such as
race, class, age, power, and other delimitations of status and hierarchy (Weisbord & Janoff,
2000). The core of the FS method is the belief that participants should fully experience the past,
present, and the future. The past is viewed as having ramifications that exist in the present.
Feelings and behaviors in the present, as well as future visions, are very important. These future

5

visions are available in the present time. The method holds that the group must acknowledge all
of these aspects before deciding upon what to do regarding the main issue (Weisbord & Janoff,
2000).
Janoff (2021) discussed the use of future search principles in thousands of communities
since the 1990’s which discovered solutions to tough problems. Robinson et al. (2019) found in
their meta-evaluative study that action research contributes to meaningful change at the
community and organizational levels. The network of future search researchers and practitioners
maintains a database of 281 descriptions of conferences that have utilized the principles.
Examples of Future Search conference

The city of Milwaukee participated in FS conferences in 1994 and 1995 to utilize a
dialogue approach on the issue of providing quality education and social services for young
children and their families while combating infant mortality (Weisbord & Janoff, 2008).
Weisbord and Janoff (2000) credited the conferences with having achieved the building of trust
across ethnicities between medical professionals and the community, which led to a reduction in
infant deaths from 13.1 per 1000 live births to 10.2 per 1000 live births between 1994–1997. The
FS conference method has been utilized by UNICEF in Southern Sudan in the midst of its 17year civil war and the approach was able to convene tribal chiefs, military decision makers, and
civilians in order to send home 16,000 child soldiers within the following two years (Weisbord &
Janoff, 2008). In another series of FS conferences, researchers enacted trainings in the country of
Bangladesh to empower organizations to conduct addiFS conferences (Weisbord & Janoff,
2008). FS trainers used the topic of “The Future of the Children of Dhaka” as an illustrative
simulation and several organizations held subsequent FSs in later years. One such subsequent FS
took on the topic of combating child fatalities from diarrhea and led to the use of rehydration
6

salts with young children. UNICEF helped to co-sponsor additional future searches on early
child development, child labor, reducing maternal mortality, and stopping the spread of
HIV/AIDS, as well as on water and issues of basic sanitation and hygiene (Weisbord & Janoff,
2008).

Challenges to Evaluating OD Interventions

How should large scale interventions such as the FS conference method be evaluated?
Anderson (2019) discussed the complex challenges associated with this method by examining
the effectiveness of OD interventions at promoting change, whether changes were sustained, and
how to evaluate overall change. OD seeks practical solutions to organizational problems and aids
knowledge creation (Bartunek, 1983). Finney and Hennessey (2016) encourage evaluating OD
interventions not merely to prove the usefulness of interventions but to improve practice and aid
understanding; they stress the importance of asking the right questions early on in the
intervention to discern meaningful measures. Weisbord and Janoff (2010) stated there are
numerous academic studies that look at large scale interventions methods and many of them
consider the future search. Yet Bammer (2005) decried the lack of agreement regarding what
constitutes adequate evidence and, indeed, Polanyi (2002) found the FS literature to mainly
consist of soft, anecdotal descriptive studies with only a few rigorous evaluations of the FS
method. Similarly, Austin and Bartunek (2003) decried the lack of academic investigation of the
results of interventions based on organizational development. Bartunek et al. (2011) considered
successful case examples of an FS conference along with the whole-scale change large group
interventions and put forth a multi-faceted approach to integrate practitioner and academic
knowledge. Finney and Hennessey (2016) found by interviewing OD practitioners that
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interventions are often avoided, or merely included as an afterthought, and provided six factors
that weaken the likelihood of evaluations. The factors were: (1) uncertainty of the worth of
evaluations, (2) a focus on moving ahead instead of looking backwards, (3) the complexity of
evaluating complex interventions, (4) resistance to evaluation, (5) lack of appropriate skill-sets
required for evaluations, and (6) concern that the evaluation may put the intervention in a
negative light. Anderson (2019) mentioned several challenges in the evaluation of OD
interventions. These included how to prove that the intervention was instrumental in promoting
change, time and other resources for evaluation may not be available, and there are not many
longitudinal studies of change.

An important factor to consider is who is supposed to benefit from an intervention;
Bensimon et al. (2004) called for research that is beneficial to those being studied. The FS
method attempts to open a dialogue by encouraging reflective listening to work towards an
agreement of a common agenda in order to plan together for a better future with actionable steps.
Yet along with this formalized plan to enact change, there is an additional hope which is for the
method to spur additional collaborations and other positive actions (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010).
Intended Changes as opposed to Ripple Effects
Weisbord and Janoff (2010) claimed that future searches create change by enabling
participants to carry out new programs, plans, and projects. Intended change occurs by
participants following through on commitments made during the FS conference while change
can also occur through the creation of “ripple effects” (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010). These “ripple
effects” entail participants eventually (i.e. after the conference) taking on new projects that they
did not envision during the FS. Ripple effects result from collaborations made because of the FS,
8

though these actions do not result from specific actions that were planned at the FS conference.
Ripple effects can also include additional FS conferences—a practice strongly encouraged by
Weisbord and Janoff (2000)—for the possibility of integrating linkages of overlapping systems.
Oels (2002) studied ripple effects of two future searches by conducting expert interviews with
participants and other local stakeholders within one-to-two years after the conferences ended.
Oels (2009) found that the two FSs that she studied (which she also considered in Oels, 2002)
had been able to facilitate ripple effects such as new contacts, new learning, and commitments to
action, but had not been able to effect substantial change.
Problem Statement
Although there are many anecdotal descriptions of the events at FS conferences that offer
a great deal of promise, there is a dearth of scientific studies (some notable exceptions include
Olsen, 2011; Nitecki et al., 2013; Oels, 2002; Polanyi, 2002). Only Nitecki et al. (2013) focused
on Weisbord and Janoff’s (2010) claim of the importance of the “conditions for success”. Nitecki
et al. (2013) used qualitative interviews and survey questions that related to the conditions for
success in a single retrospective case study that involved decisions regarding a university’s
relationship with its library.
Oels (2002) used interviews following a social audit approach when she evaluated two
FS conferences, although her focus was not on the conditions for success. Oels sought to gain a
better understanding of the complexities of determining whether the model has the power to
create substantive change. Following Oels’ thought process, central to the problem of my study
is the desire to gain a better understanding of the complexities of determining whether the model
has the power to create substantive change; understanding these complexities may be helpful in
the design of evaluation and integration tools (Bammer et al., 2009).
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Through the in-depth examination of the two units of analysis, my instrumental case
study (Stake, 1995) analyzes the conditions for success framework by considering the linkages
between the framework and each conference. The instrumental type of case study can provide
insight into a theory by an in-depth scrutiny of a case, although the case itself is only of
secondary interest (Stake, 1995). Both conferences were mainly education-focused
implementations of the FS conference method. One of the conferences was hosted by a diverse
suburban school district whereas the other involves a conference organized through a premier
research institution that aimed at improving early education and care through a collaboration of a
whole range of education, day care, and service providers in a densely populated urban
community with a large immigrant population. Nitecki (2013) pointed out that although the
future search methodology has been utilized in several thousand cases with apparently frequently
favorable results, there has only been a small number of assessments of its results. Yet assessing
change regarding a wicked problem can be fraught with difficulties, as wicked problems are
elusively difficult to define and measure due to the complexities of the system and the multitude
of issues that may arise from these intractable problems (Head, 2008). Van der Zouwen et al.
(2013) presented the dichotomy that successful large group interventions do not automatically
lead to long term change and that what may seem like a less successful large group intervention
may actually be the best that was possible under the circumstances. Oels (2002) stressed that
evaluations should be part of interventions such as the FS; she found that the FS method, in the
two cases that she considered, had weaknesses in the conference opening and the phases when
common ground is sought and the actions are planned. Polanyi (2001) stressed the need for
evaluation along with in-depth interviewing and methods of data triangulation. Nitecki et al.
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(2013) recommended further evaluations of FS conferences to improve the usefulness of the
endeavors.
Theoretical Framework
In this study, I implemented an instrumental case study approach (Stake, 1995). By using
the participants’ experiences of FS in each case, I was able to explore how the participants’
experiences were connected to the theoretical framework of the conditions for success (Weisbord
& Janoff, 2000). For each conference I considered whether each condition for success was met
and searched for links to outcomes.
Conditions for Success
Weisbord and Janoff (2010) asserted that traditional scientific study methods cannot be
performed regarding the FS method because each FS occurs in a unique context that makes
replication or controlled studies impossible. Through their own first-hand experience and
through anecdotal reports they have read, they have observed that the greater extent that FS are
performed in accordance with certain “conditions for success” (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010), the
greater the likelihood of positive outcomes. Weisbord and Janoff (2010) state that this has been
confirmed by many of their colleagues. They do not think that this change process is easy, or a
cure all panacea, but they do state that skilled facilitators can succeed in meeting the conditions
for success and that it is possible to achieve productive results. There are many write-ups of FS
conferences where the reasons for the conference, the events of the conference, and the long term
outcomes are described. The network of FS facilitators and researchers maintains a database with
write-ups about FS conferences, some of which are also part of the published literature. There
are several compilations grouping FS conferences along certain similarities, such as the volume
Future Search in School District Change (edited by Schweitz et al. 2005), which discusses 16

11

school districts that used the process as well as discussing conclusions that were evident through
the various searches. Yet the conditions for success have not been the focus of FS conference
research other than Nitecki et al. (2013) who, relating to the one case study they considered,
found that the participants felt that conditions for success were met and they reported having a
positive experience at the conference. However, post-conference activity seemed to be lacking.
Weisbord and Janoff (2010) presented the conditions for success as criteria for
implementing their model in a manner most capable of achieving the always-difficult task of
long term positive system change. Weisbord and Janoff (2010) explained that they developed the
conditions for success by considering what elements were instrumental in helping to enact
change. Consideration of the conditions for success framework helped me to identify aspects of
the implementations of the conferences that limited their overall perceived effectiveness while it
also pointed to some strengths.
The eight conditions for success consist of four core principles and four insurance
policies that serve as an operationalization of the principles (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010). The four
core principles are: (1) get the whole system in the room; (2) explore the whole elephant before
seeking to fix any part; (3) focus on common ground and future action not problems and
conflicts; and (4) to have people self-manage their own groups and be responsible for action. The
four core principles are considered to exemplify the optimal conditions that are likely, though not
guaranteed to produce favorable long term results from a future search conference. The insurance
policies are: full attendance, healthy meeting conditions, allow three days for 16 to 20 hours of
work (“sleep twice”), and invite people to take public responsibility for follow-up. Weisbord and
Janoff (2000) arrived at the conditions for success through consideration of hundreds of FS
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conferences. The four insurance policies are operationalized aspects that, if adhered to, are likely
to enhance the achievement of the four core principles (Weisbord & Janoff, 2000).
Weisbord’s and Janoff’s (2000) conditions for success have not been the subject of much
detailed analysis despite the many descriptions of the results of FS conferences. Nitecki et al.
(2013) utilized a qualitative approach that included a survey in which FS participants were asked
to rate their perceptions of each of the conditions for success. Nitecki et al. oncluded that all of
the conditions and insurance policies were met for the case study FS conference that they
examined, although the weakest evidence was for the condition of exploring the “Whole
Elephant” before seeking to fix any part. Nitecki et al. called for more systematic evaluations of
the FS conference method. Other than Nitecki et al. 2013, the limited number of qualitative
research studies relating to future search conferences have not focused on the conditions for
success; instead they are case studies that consider the achievement of goals (Olsen, 2011).
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of my study was to understand the FS conference method as a form of action
research by exploring two conferences based on FS principles and to consider the fitness of the
conditions for success framework regarding the FS conference method (Weisbord & Janoff,
2010). Nitecki et al. (2013) used multiple qualitative methodologies in their study—they
interviewed members of the organizing committee and sent a survey to all participants of the
case study FS conference. The survey asked participants to rate direct statements about how well
the method achieved each of the conditions for success (Nitecki et al., 2013). My study seeks to
conduct an in-depth consideration of multiple perspectives that include facilitators and
stakeholders who attended the conference but had not participated in the organizing of the
conference.
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Research Questions
Extracted from Weisbord’s (1993) conditions for success, the theory that the future
search methodology is predicated upon is that a well-designed conference with a purposefully
selected and motivated group can efficiently promote dialogue. This promotion of dialogue
results in a shared vision and action plan that leads to substantive change regarding a real-life
issue. In order to explore this theory of change, an instrumental case study approach (Stake,
1995) of the future search conference action research method (Weisbord, 1992) will be examined
to answer two research questions.

1.

What was the participants’ experience of the FS conference method of dialogue?

2. How do the conditions for success link to successes or challenges in the conferences?

Significance of the Study
An instrumental case study approach (Stake, 1995) has not yet been utilized to investigate
the FS conference principle of the conditions for success (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010). Two units
of analysis were considered; both were centered on the education and development of children of
a certain age range. This approach led to a deepened understanding of dynamics regarding the
conditions for success framework as it relates to the FS conference model.
As societies combat existential threats, knowledge of the dynamics of achieving change
in response to societal problems is fragmented across many levels of academia and the larger
population. In an increasingly polarized world (see Bottcher et al., 2020), the need for promoting
dialogue to achieve unity and collaboration has perhaps never been greater. Disciplines and areas
have only a partial view of the problem and miss many aspects of the views of other stakeholder
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groups in understanding complex problems (Bammer, 2013). There are many types of methods
of trying to achieve systemic change. As conceptualized in the discipline of I2S, the FS approach
is a type of dialogue method intended to generate collective action through the integration of
research (as well as other pathways). Research integration is the idea that knowledge held by a
vast array of researchers and other stakeholders is essential to combat wicked problems (Bammer
et al., 2009).
Bammer et al. (2009) called for standard methods to describe and analyze research
integration in order to answer the basic questions she puts forth regarding transdisciplinary tools
and methods. Bammer’s questions include: what the integration is attempting to achieve (and
who will benefit); what is being integrated by whom; how the integration is being undertaken;
what is the context; and what is the outcome? Bammer et al. (2009) further called for a fertile
body of knowledge to enable experts in research integration to better utilize dialogue methods.
Head (2008) called for further research in the three commonly recommended strategies for
tackling wicked problems—improving our knowledge base, more effective consultation, and an
increased level of collaboration. Academic knowledge about the FS method contains significant
gaps regarding methods for evaluating. More specifically, only Nitecki et al. (2013) have
conducted an examination of Weisbord and Janoff’s (2010) claims regarding the importance of
the conditions for success and their insurance policies. Workman and Browder (2020) called for
innovative techniques to evaluate the implementation and results of community collaborations.
Large group interventions, such as the FS conference method, typically involve creating
shared knowledge among a variety of stakeholders. Austin and Bartunek (2003) mention large
group interventions among approaches to organization development that are often implemented
by practitioners with scant academic investigation of the results. Austin and Bartunek (2003)
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discussed several differences in approaches to knowledge creation and knowledge transfer that
act as disconnects between researchers and practitioners. Weisbord (1992) believed that the
success of the FS approach is rooted in achieving the core principles of the conditions for
success. This claim has received limited investigation, although Nitecki et al. (2013) did have
respondents rate their perceptions of the achievement of these conditions as well as conducting
semi-structured interviews.
Organization of the Thesis
This thesis contains five chapters. Chapter one introduces the FS method and discusses
the research problem, the theoretical framework, the purpose, the research questions, and the
significance. Chapter two is the review of the literature that begins with action research, which is
followed by a discussion of the FS conference method, and then lays out the conditions for
success that make up the theoretical framework. I discuss the field of I2S, which sees the FS
method as a tool to use dialogue to combat real world issues. Chapter three is the methods
utilized for data collection and analysis. Chapter four is the results. Chapter five is discussion
and recommendations.
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Chapter II: Literature Review
This review of literature begins with discussing action research, participatory action
research, and the future search (FS) conference method. Then I detail the theoretical framework
based on the four core principles and the four insurance policies that constitute the conditions for
success (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010). I discuss how the method was developed and then introduce
a fairly recent discipline known as Integration and Implementation Sciences (I2S), which
describes the FS conference method as one of a number of dialogue methods and then I discuss a
core concept of I2S of research integration. I discuss how the future search conference method
can be used as a citizen participation approach and move on to an examination of how action
research methods based in Organization Development (OD) are evaluated. The chapter
concludes with discussions of how the future search method should be evaluated and what
evaluations have been conducted regarding the future search method.

Action Research
Action research (AR) methodologies take a systems-based approach to promoting positive
societal change by including the members of the society themselves into the inquiry process. AR
rejects positivist notions of objectivity and attempts to integrate knowledge and practice in an
organic manner that is in line with the researcher’s democratic ideals and values (Brydon-Miller
et al., 2003). Robinson et al. (2019) found in their meta-evaluative study that AR contributes to
meaningful change at the community and organizational levels. Robinson et al. (2019) found in
the survey of action researchers, 56.0% sought developmental change to systematically improve
the current state, 12.5% sought transitional change to change to a known new state, and 32.1%
pursued transformation change, which involved having motivation to move away from the
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current state without knowing the desired new state. One inherent battle within action research is
the interplay between methodological sophistication and the immediate need to deliver critical
information (McTaggart, 1998). Reid (2013) distinguished practical reason, which considers
both the means and ends, from the knowledge of pure science. Practical reason stands on
uncertain grounds as difficult decisions often need to be made regarding pressing, real-life
situations that require ethical choices and unforeseeable outcomes of attempts at alleviating
problems and achieving desirable solutions (Reid, 2013). Robinson et al. (2019)) discussed that
AR is frequently only evaluated by qualitative measures due to the inappropriateness of
evaluating AR with the same criteria used in traditional research. An important distinction is that
action research seeks to learn from the experience of making attempts to improve practice
(Meyer, 2000).
Social scientists have often been agents of change (Freeman & Sherwood, 1965). Social
Psychologist Kurt Lewin called for AR in 1946, but higher education has taken a long time to
accept its legitimacy as a method for practitioner-researchers to generate theory and to create
knowledge (Kember & Gow, 1992; Kezar & Rhoads, 2001). Some (e.g. McNiff, 2013; Noffke,
2009) claim that this has now been achieved and that the use of AR methods has increased.
Sigurdardottir and Puroila (2020) mentioned that AR has been well received in K-12 schools and
teacher colleges, although not in higher education. Sweeney (2020) endorsed the use of AR
within higher education to improve learning outcomes, contribute to theory, and contribute to the
improvement of university practices. McIntyre (2007) encouraged participatory AR, which uses
social activism to empower communities.
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Participatory Action Research
The FS conference method can be used as a method of participatory AR and there are
documented success stories of being able to facilitate local partnerships (Weisbord & Janoff,
2000). Participatory AR encompasses a type of bottom-up format, such as citizen participation in
open government as discussed in Meschede and Mainka (2020), and involves a systematic
cyclical method of planning, action, observing, and evaluating (including self-evaluation). These
methods lead to critical reflection prior to planning the next cycle (O’Brien, 2001; McNiff,
2013). Merriam and Tisdell (2016) state that participatory action research can affect and
potentially transform people from an individual and societal perspective. Minkler (2000)
distinguishes AR by the fact that the approach involves the people whose lives are affected by
the issue under study in every phase of the process. The participants are often both stakeholders
and community members. A major goal is for the process to be transformative for the community
(Mac Ginty, 2013) and it involves people who are affected by the issue (Minkler, 2000). The FS
conference method starts with a consideration of how to find relevant stakeholders, which
includes those affected by an issue and those who comprise relevant aspects of the system in
which the issue takes place (Weisbord, 1992).
Future Search Conference method
An FS conference (Weisbord, 1992; Weisbord & Janoff, 2000; 2010) is a type of
participatory AR in which researchers attempt to analyze the past, understand the present, and
create a dialogue to find common solutions for the future. Brouwer et al. (2019) listed the FS
conference method as the only one of 17 tools for facilitating interactions for multi-stakeholder
partnerships designated with five star distinctions that conveys being a complex intervention
requiring preparation time and skilled facilitation. The FS is a conference designed from a
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systems framework that gathers disparate entities in an attempt to discover what desired
outcomes can be mutually agreed upon regarding a particular issue (Weisbord & Janoff, 2000).
FS organizers use a meeting structure that attempts to break down barriers between stakeholders
so that they can work together towards a shared vision of social change or other desired result.
FS conferences have addressed a variety of social areas such as peacemaking, educational
practices, and community issues as well as attempts for improvement within the private sector
(Weisbord & Janoff, 2000).
Typically, according to Weisbord and Janoff (2008), a FS conference begins on a Friday
afternoon or evening with an emphasis on setting the stage for common ground between
participants. Participants start work in groups that are comprised of a mixture of the types of
stakeholders that have been invited to the conference with the first task of “focusing on the past”
(Weisbord & Janoff, 2008, p. 6). During these groups, participants write milestones from the past
related to their personal lives, global events, and the general topic of the FS event. Then they
discuss trends and patterns of these milestones in small groups and present discussion summaries
to the whole group of stakeholders at the conference (Weisbord & Janoff, 2008). After the focus
on the past, the focus moves to the present. The whole group makes a “mind map” of each
participant’s observations of trends that they consider important in shaping lives and
organizations in the current day (Weisbord & Janoff, 2008).
The next day, often a Saturday, begins with participants being organized into “stakeholder
groups”. Those in the groups have a shared role in relation to the overall task or main theme of
the FS conference. These groups identify trends that are important to them and then report to the
whole group. They also make a list of things they are proud of and sorry for regarding their
actions in relationship to the overall main theme. These lists are also reported to the whole group.
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The point of this exercise is to understand current reality at a group level (Weisbord & Janoff,
2008). Then mixed-stakeholder groups are asked to envision a desired future. This is usually ten
to twenty years into the future, and these groups project what they would like to happen
regarding the main theme of the conference. They prepare a presentation to the whole group in
whatever fashion they like and are encouraged to feel free to be playful, funny, or creative or to
be serious, linear, and data-driven. Following these presentations, mixed stakeholder groups
make lists of what they see as common future themes. These themes relate to what people want
to happen, potential projects that could be ways to get there, and what they see as key
disagreements within the group (Weisbord & Janoff, 2008).
For the final half day of the conference, typically a Sunday, the whole group reviews these
lists and discusses what is meant by various statements. Statements that are not agreed upon are
simply listed as “not worked out”. Statements which the whole group agreed to will be further
worked on in the next phase, which is action planning. Groups design short term and long term
action plans to help to reach their ideal future as described by the statements that had been
agreed upon by the whole group. They report these plans to the whole group and make plans to
follow-up after the conference. What happens after the conference is mainly determined by what
stakeholders agree to at the conference—though throughout the planning process there is
attention paid to what resources may be needed for successful follow-up (Weisbord & Janoff,
2000). FS conferences attempt to plan specific actions and to build relationships that have ripple
effects and take on new forms and projects (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010). The greater extent to
which FSs are performed in accordance with certain “conditions for success”, the greater the
likelihood of positive outcomes (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010).
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Theoretical Framework
Weisbord (1992) asserted that the ability for the conference to enact substantive change is
largely a result of the achievement of core principles that are part of the “conditions for success”
(a concept originated by Asch, 1952). These principles embody how to successfully find
common ground among diverse groups and this has been confirmed internationally (Weisbord
and Janoff, 2010). Though there are many descriptions of FS conferences that discuss the main
problem, what was done at the conference, what the long term results were, and the conditions
for success have not been the focus of much research. However, regarding the one case study
they considered, Nitecki et al. (2013) found that the participants felt that the conditions for
success were met and reported having a positive experience at the conference, although postconference activity seemed to be lacking.
The eight conditions for success begin with four core principles followed by four
insurance policies. The four core principles are: (1) get the whole system in the room, (2) explore
the whole elephant before seeking to fix any part, (3) focus on common ground and future action
not problems and conflicts, and (4) to have people self-manage their own groups and be
responsible for action. The four core principles are considered to exemplify the optimal
conditions that are likely, though not guaranteed, to produce favorable long term results from a
FS conference. The insurance policies are: full attendance, healthy meeting conditions, allow
three days for 16 to 20 hours of work (“sleep twice”), and invite people to take public
responsibility for follow-up. Weisbord and Janoff (2000) arrived at the conditions for success
through considering hundreds of FS conferences. The four insurance policies are operationalized
aspects that, if adhered to, are likely to enhance the achievement of the four core principles
(Weisbord & Janoff, 2010). In the next section, I provide each condition, a definition of the
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condition, a explanation of the importance of the condition for FS conferences, and I conclude
each condition with the criteria I used to examine whether each conference met the condition.
1. Whole system in the room

The core principle to get the “whole system” in the room promotes inviting
interdependent stakeholders who are potential elements of system change and collectively
possess the authority to act without needing the approval of others, can provide resources (such
as time, money, access, and influence), expertise in the topic, and information that others need.
Furthermore, stakeholders include people who need a solution because they are directly affected
by the problem (Weisbord & Janoff, 2000). Although one would never expect to have access to
all stakeholders who might be considered in a system, Weisbord and Janoff (2007) stress getting
at least three levels representing at least three types of functioning can suffice. Weisbord and
Janoff (2007, pp. 50–51) described getting the “whole system” in the room when they explain
the need for a vertical slice of stakeholder groups.
We need a broad cross-section of stakeholders for several reasons. First, we want diverse
perceptions so that everyone can get a new picture of the whole. One function or level of
an organization can’t learn enough about the world or itself in a closed meeting. Second,
we want to encourage the forming of as many new relationships as possible. Each
participant opens up many different kinds of action possibilities. So the more diverse the
attendees, the greater will be the innovation and the potential for shared implementation.
We need people with ideas, people with authority to act, people we want to influence,
people with special skills and creativity, all with a stake in the future search task.
Weisbord and Janoff (2007) asserted that the concept of decision-making authority is an
important consideration—not just at the conference itself but starting at the steering committee
stage when committee members design the conference. Authority is one of the five elements
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Weisbord (1992) highlighted regarding achieving an effective mix of interdependent
stakeholders. These desired attributes of the relationship amongst interdependent stakeholders as
envisioned by the condition for success of “whole system in the room” are represented by the
acronym “ARE IN”:
A=Authority to act on their own.
R=Resources of time, money, access, and influence.
E=Expertise—social, economic, technical—on the topic.
I=Information that others need.
N=Need—people who will be affected by the outcome. (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010).
Participatory AR can affect and potentially transform people from an individual and
societal perspective (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Janoff (2021) discussed a FS conference that
focused on the US correctional system; stakeholder groups affected by the outcomes were
termed “offenders” as well as “former offenders”. A member of this group spoke about the term
“former offender” makes them feel as if they will always be judged by their former status and
they instead asked to be called “returning citizens”. The FS conference made this change in
terms and this led to the replacement of the terms being used throughout the federal correctional
system (Janoff, 2021). Criteria that are relevant to the core principle of “whole system” in the
room are how the participants described aspects and dynamics of the stakeholders who
participated in the FS including any discussion regarding the five element of the “ARE IN”
acronym and interdependence of stakeholders.
2. Explore the “whole elephant” before seeking to fix any part
The core principle of “Explore the ‘whole elephant’ before seeking to fix any part” comes
from a Sufi parable about six blind men who make assumptions about what an elephant is like
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based on examining only one part of the elephant’s body; this principle means that everybody must
end up seeing the larger system instead of focusing on separate components (Weisbord & Janoff,
2010). The method seeks to achieve this large group level of shared understanding through a
common set of exercises. The criteria that are relevant to this principle relate to how participants
deepened their understanding of the core issue during the FS conference and their experience of the
educational processes and tasks of the conference.
3. Focus on common ground and future action, not problems and conflicts
This core principle relates to what Weisbord and Janoff (2010) stressed, which is that
time needs to be devoted to finding common ground and to planning future action, but time is not
well spent attempting to resolve disagreements or effectively deal with conflicts (Weisbord &
Janoff, 2010). Problem solving shows too much emphasis on the past and tends to sap energy
(Weisbord & Janoff, 2010). The criteria that are relevant to this principle are the interactions
between stakeholders, evidence of agreements or disputes, and the process and outcomes of
action planning (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010).
4. Have people self-manage their own groups and be responsible for action
The core principle of self-management and responsibility for action means that in small
groups, everyone gets to share information, interpret information, and decide upon action steps
(Weisbord & Janoff, 2010). Participants take turns in various roles and attempts are made to
reduce passivity, conflict, and power dynamics. Dialogue, not problem solving, is the main tool
of these self-managed groups; the main goal is for participants to help each other do the tasks
and to take responsibility for their own perceptions and actions. The criteria that are relevant to
this principle are how participants discuss deliberate engagement, self-management, and group
dynamics.
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5. Full attendance
This insurance policy is to urge people to attend the whole meeting and is also called full
attendance. Stakeholder-based, long-term, collaborative planning requires a fully shared experience
with essentially everyone present for the entire conference in order to build positive relationships
that are primarily based on the sharing of knowledge of system functioning (Weisbord & Janoff,
2010). The criteria that are relevant to this insurance policy is whether the conference was well
attended by stakeholders who stayed the entire time.
6. Healthy meeting conditions.
The insurance policy of healthy meeting conditions relates to the experience of the
meeting, including daylight, good acoustics, and healthy food (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010). These
conditions are believed to be helpful for stakeholders to feel a healthy, positive feeling and the
energy needed to begin collaborations (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010). Criteria that are relevant to
this insurance policy are how participants perceived the physical environment of the conference
and, specifically, whether there were windows to allow natural sun, whether stakeholders could
hear one another well during small- and large-group proceedings, and the quality of the food.
7. Allow three days for 16 to 20 hours of work (i.e. “sleep twice”)
The importance of the insurance policy of having a three day event (i.e. “sleep twice”) for
16 to 20 hours, is based on the Zeigarnik Effect, which describes how one’s mind is
subconsciously compelled to work on unfinished tasks (Zeigarnik, 1967). This is why Weisbord
and Janoff (1995) designed the first two days of a FS conference to stop in the middle of
engaging tasks. Weisbord and Janoff (2000) specifically warn against doing action planning at
the end of two long days, as they have observed that people are tired at that point and ready to
disengage. Those who try to speed up meetings based on FS conference principles may have
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different goals than true breakthroughs characterized by ongoing actions (Weisbord & Janoff,
2010). The criteria relevant to this insurance policy is whether the conference lasted for at least
three days.
8. Invite people to take public responsibility for follow-up.
The insurance policy of encouraging public responsibility for follow-up (Weisbord &
Janoff, 2010) is based on Lewin’s (1946) concept that people are more likely to follow through
on intentions that they declare publicly. During the action planning stage of the conference,
participants state what they plan to do. Criteria that are relevant to this insurance policy include
participants perceptions of the process of taking responsibility for future action during the action
planning phase at the conference, as well as measures before and after the conference that may
be relevant, such as how the conference is publicized, video recording and other forms of
electronic documentation of the conference, subsequent sharing of media, and follow-up
facilitator-run meetings.
Development of the Future Search Method
FS was developed based on principles of OD (Weisbord & Janoff, 2008). OD is based on
systems theory, which holds that a multitude of complex processes create a juxtaposition that
must be considered in an ecological context in order to understand and combat real life problems
(Von Bertalanffy, 1956). Hawk (1999) and Flood (2010) discussed systems thinking as being
holistic and able to model how parts of the system interact and affect inter-relationships as a
whole. Van der Leeuw et al. (2012) felt that it was promising that global networks of researchers,
funders, and other users were beginning to re-design organizations towards collaborative
enterprises to better suit the needs of decision makers and citizens in light of complex issues.
Oels (2009) credited the trend of increasing global interdependence during the 1990s with the
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rise in strategies such as the FS conference method that considers the whole system. Anderson
(2019) cautioned that OD practitioners need to be intentional about their choice of interventions
by learning about the assumptions that lie behind the models and not be influenced by what is
most fashionable. Weisbord and Janoff (2000) recognize that convening an organizing
committee to carefully plan a conference that expects full attendance for at least sixteen hours
over three days is a big ask, but they strongly advocate meeting all of the conditions for success:
The cynicism people express about meetings is reinforced when we use shortcuts
that are not equal to the outcomes sought. We still get a lot of pressure to do that.
We are often asked to run shorter events with less diversity in basement dungeon
rooms, attendance optional, featuring a preconceived agenda. These conditions
fall far short of what we want to do within a future search. It is no service to a
conference sponsor to pretend that using some of our tasks and techniques will
meet aspirations for breakthroughs if we compromise key conditions that are
much more important than our procedures. (Weisbord, M. R., & Janoff, S., 2000,
pp. 49–50)
Integration and Implementation Sciences (I2S)
The ability of research to deal with intractable complex problems using systems-based
methods is still relatively ill-formed and unwieldy (Bammer, 2013). Based within OD is a new
discipline, Integration and Implementation Sciences (I2S), which seeks to maximize the
effectiveness of interdisciplinary researchers and their ability to use systems-based procedures to
address real world problems and to create meaningful and actionable knowledge (Bammer,
2005). I2S covers concepts and methods to create new ways of thinking about wicked problems.
These include: how to understand and manage factors of ignorance and uncertainty; the
providing of research support to enhance decision making and to enact change; and the
integration of cross-disciplinary and stakeholder knowledge (Bammer et al., 2009). I2S considers
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the FS method as one of fourteen dialogue methods described by McDonald et al. (2009). FS
methods are designed to facilitate collaboration from multi-disciplinary experts and other
stakeholders affected by a problem along with others who may be capable of doing something
about it.
Dialogue methods
Mutz et al. (2015) examined the FS method alongside other methods for dialogue. These
dialogue methods involve a shared creation and understanding geared towards the collaboration
of researchers across disciplines and integration with knowledge from other experts, including
those affected by the problem being studied (Mutz et al., 2015). Approaches that utilize dialogue
have been utilized in a variety of contexts—such as business, environmental sustainability,
democratic governance and a variety of community topics—in addition to all forms of education.
Meschede and Mainka (2020) studied the use of dialogue methods as part of citizen participation
approaches for local governance to enact United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals.
Dialogue methods have shown promise due to their ability to promote collaborations among a
wide variety of knowledge holders in order to address the complexity of the system in which the
issue of interest operates (McDonald et al., 2009).
The FS method involves both large- and small-group dialogues and interventions during
the course of a three-day conference and subsequent follow-up activities that attempt to develop
shared consensus among researchers and other stakeholders in order to develop and implement
action steps to work towards a shared vision of the future (Weisbord & Janoff, 2008). The FS
method of dialogue is believed to be helpful when there are a great deal of changes within a
system. This is because it does require that participants are motivated, and it seems to have
promise for developing actionable statements that can help to integrate knowledge from a
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diversity of fields of academic thought and other areas of stakeholder expertise (McDonald et al.,
2009).
Bushe and Marshak (2016) contrasted dialogic methods of OD with traditional, diagnostic
methods of OD and identified three core processes that underlie their ability to create change.
Dialogue methods generate new possibilities, alter existing views (which limit new thinking),
and work towards the organization of complex systems (Bushe & Marshak, 2016). Bushe and
Marshak (2016) stated that dialogic OD involves both structured and experiential interventions.
Structured interventions involve events that are designed to enhance relationships and
communications. The point of enhancing these relationships and communications is to promote
engagement and creativity as practitioners work to create a “container” for new relationships and
conversations that can forge ideas for change (Corrigan, 2015, as cited in Bushe & Marshak,
2016). These processes seek an improvisational approach to planning action by utilizing
activities that are designed to support self-organization with participants making personal
commitments to change (Bushe & Marshak, 2016). Dialogue methods seek collaboration by
creating a broad, shared understanding to address issues in any type of areas such as health-care,
business, education, government, communities, religious organizations, human services, or the
environment. This shared understanding is the core aspect of the concept of “research
integration” (Bammer, 2005).
Research integration
Critical to this discipline of I2S is the concept of research integration, which is “the
process of improving the understanding of real-world problems by synthesizing relevant
knowledge from diverse disciplines and stakeholders” (McDonald et al., 2009, p. 11). Research
integration acknowledges that, in addition to looking to integrate the knowledge of experts in

30

separate academic fields, there is important knowledge that is also held by other stakeholders,
including decision makers and those who are affected by real world situations. Knowledge is
much more than a collection of facts. Research integration is the synthetization of knowledge
from diverse disciplines that include a variety of stakeholder groups in addition to researchers
(Mutz et al., 2015). Key strategies of research integration involve ways of collaborating to
address issues and to create change (Bammer, 2005).
I2S considers questions such as how to understand the dynamics that influence the
efficacy of techniques designed to impact change upon difficult societal problems. Knowledge of
change is fragmented between various disciplines. This means that driving change in a particular
direction or slowing or stopping change are all important yet difficult goals to achieve with any
level of predictability when trying to solve complex or wicked problems (Bammer, 2013).
Research integration is the idea that knowledge held by a vast array of researchers and other
stakeholders is essential to combat wicked problems (Bammer et al., 2009). This concept
coincides well with the core principles of the FS such as the value placed on the diversity of
stakeholders and also of understanding the “whole elephant” (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010).
The Future Search conference method as viewed by I2S
The field of I2S views the FS approach as a type of dialogue method intended to generate
collective action and knowledge through research integration (as well as other pathways).
Bammer et al. (2009) called for standard methods to describe and analyze research integration to
answer basic questions she puts forth regarding transdisciplinary tools and methods. Bammer’s
(2013) questions relate to what the integration is attempting to achieve (and who will benefit);
what is being integrated by whom; how the integration is being undertaken; what is the context;
and what is the outcome?
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Bammer et al. (2009) called for a fertile body of knowledge to enable experts in research
integration to better utilize dialogue methods such as the FS conference. McDonald et al. (2009)
lamented the lack of development and explanation of methods to undertake research integration.
Mutz et al. (2015) argued that the bulk of the world’s problems do not fit within a single
discipline, so they question why there seem to be substantial obstacles to interdisciplinary
research. Mutz et al. (2015) put forth methods for dialogue that involve a shared creation and
understanding through conversation. This conversation is geared towards the collaboration of
researchers across disciplines and the process of integrating knowledge from other experts,
including those affected by the problem that is being studied. However, the concept of research
integration in relation to the applicability of the FS conference method has scant research support
other than case studies (Bammer et al., 2009). Methods of evaluation of research integration are
still being developed within the discipline of Integration and Implementation Sciences
(McDonald et al., 2009).
The Future Search as a Citizen Participation Approach
Meschede and Mainka (2020) examined sustainable development strategies that utilized
citizen participatory approaches and their examination included the FS method. Sustainable
development is considered a successful balancing of economic, social, and environmental
matters, with especially deep consideration for environmental goals due to the importance of
concerns such as climate change (Meadowcroft (2004). Citizen participatory approaches can be
utilized by municipalities and other entities to advance goals involving ending poverty,
protecting the earth, and ensuring prosperity for all (Meschede & Mainka, 2020). Meadowcroft
(2004) assessed the contribution that participatory traditions can be expected to make to
governance for sustainable development. Sustainability strategies include methods and tools for
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implementation and monitoring that can serve as instruments of citizen management with
involvement from multiple stakeholders (Meschede & Mainka, 2020). Meschede and Mainka
(2020) considered Arnstein’s (1969) ladder of citizen participation, which differentiates eight
types of citizen participation and non-participation. These eight types are: manipulation, therapy,
informing, consultation, placation, partnership, delegated power, and citizen control.
In addition to consideration of levels of citizen control within governance, Meschede and
Mainka (2020) also considered Nanz and Fritsche’s (as cited in Meschede & Mainka, 2012)
examination of four objectives of citizen participation formats: information, influence/initiation,
consultation, and decision. Information is the objective of citizen participation procedures that
aim to inform the public—providing information can strengthen knowledge, competencies, or
democratic skills. Other citizen participation formats aim to influence/initiate when raising
awareness and initiating debates on a topic. Citizen participation formats that are performing an
advisory role in the decision-making process are acting towards an objective of consultation.
Citizen participatory processes that seek direct influence and co-decisions on specific policies are
acting towards a decision objective. Municipalities use the FS conference method to fulfill
objectives in the form of influence/initiation and consultation as they attempt to create a new
orientation for future development (Meschede & Mainka, 2020). OD evaluations are predicted
by Rothwell (2018) to go further towards an appreciation of what is going well as opposed to a
diagnostic model that focuses on the gap between what is desired and what has been achieved.
Examining the effectiveness of Organization Development interventions
Anderson (2019) mentioned several challenges in the evaluation of OD interventions.
These challenges include: proving that the intervention was instrumental in promoting change, a
scarcity of time and resources of evaluation, and a shortage longitudinal studies of change.
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Patton (2004) emphasizes the importance of caring that evaluative measures are sensible and
meaningful. Patton suggests that monitoring data should be reported alongside stories of real
people to paint the human story instead of merely presenting quantitative data; he advocates for
research that takes into view the researcher’s ideals and values and critiques many types of
models as being too static and linear (Patton, 2004). Harnar (2014) discussed how evaluations
can be transformative as they guide the participants towards a social justice framework.
Bushe and Marshak (2016) described dialogic methods within OD that can be
differentiated from more traditional diagnostic methods through consideration of eight different
premises. These key premises of dialogic OD are:
1. Reality and relationships are socially constructed;
2. Organizations are meaning making systems;
3. Language, broadly defined, matters;
4. Creating change requires changing conversations;
5. Groups and organizations are inherently self-organizing;
6. Increase differentiation in participative inquiry and engagement before seeking coherence;
7. Transformational change is more emergent than planned; and
8. Consultants are a part of the process, not apart from the process
(Bushe & Marshak, 2016).
Transformative Evaluations
Cousins et al. (2014) are proponents of collaborative practice in evaluation and argue that
understanding context and complexity are precursors to collaborative inquiry. Transformative
participatory evaluations strive to create shared meaning in order to clear barriers and equalize
power distributions so that collaborations can address real life problems. This is consistent with
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the principles of soft systems that purport that people’s interpretations are valid as subjective
reality (Jackson, 1991). Transformative participatory evaluation seeks to empower the
disempowered by showing the groups affected by problems that their perspectives on key issues
and interventions guide the evaluation results (Harnar, 2014).
Many have argued for evaluative approaches that consider context (Brandon &
Fukunaga, 2014; Cousins et al., 2014; Harnar, 2014), such as approaches based on models-ofsystems thinking that consider AR (Flood, 2010). Many of the tools utilized are varied methods
of creating shared meaning (Harnar, 2014). Fetterman et al. (2017) argue for stakeholder
involvement in the evaluation of their programs. Stakeholders may be involved in any stage of an
evaluation (Brandon & Fukunaga, 2014). Brandon & Fukunaga (2014) ccontrast a traditional
focus of evaluation that ensures objectivity with a focus on beneficial outcome evaluations that
combine subjectivity with rigor. Cousins et al. (2014) are proponents of collaborative practice in
evaluation. Meadowcroft (2004) identified participatory discourses in the realm of environmental
policy and described approaches based on stakeholders, community-centered approaches and
citizenship approaches. The work found that stakeholder approaches had slightly more potential
to contribute to public decision-making than community-centered approaches, and that the
citizen strand of participatory discourse is more limited in its effectiveness.
Workman and Browder (2020) discussed the challenges of evaluating the development of
collaborative community partnerships that requires the coordination of multiple partners. One
specific challenge is that the multiple partners are all interacting in a constantly evolving
environment and Workman and Browder advocate that “new and innovative evaluation
techniques are needed to evaluate complex community collaborations, including evaluating how
they are implemented and the results those collaborations produce” (p. 2).
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How to evaluate the future search process?
While Weisbord and Janoff (2010) asserted that traditional scientific approaches need to
be redefined so that the unique context of a FS can be considered, perhaps they ignored relevant
aspects of the field of evaluation research that appear well aligned to systems-based approaches,
such as the FS. “Evaluation influence” looks at the effects of an evaluation in the broadest
possible sense, which includes both intended and unintended impacts as well as indirect goals of
evaluations, such as organization learning and empowerment (Herbert, 2014). FS conferences
attempt not only to gain consensus around a desired vision and commitment to specific actions,
but also to build relationships that can have ripple effects through communities and other
environments (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010). Evaluation influence relates well with Weisbord and
Janoff’s (2010) concept of ripple effects. This concept also suggests that evaluative
considerations should be given to collaborations that formed through the FS conference method
and that the collaborations might, at times, be more impactful than the main purpose of the FS
itself.
Anderson (2019) considered recently-utilized dialogic OD approaches and found that
unknowns include how to choose an effective approach to meet the situation. Furthermore he
found that, although there exists a basic understanding of threshold concepts and skills necessary
for practitioners to perform effective OD interventions, there is not yet an advanced level of
knowledge regarding ideal practitioner practices—nor is it clear that the field has determined
how practitioners can expect to gain needed skills. Bushe and Marshak (2016) find that dialogic
methods of OD are most effective with situations when previous organizational attempts at
addressing dilemmas have been repetitively futile or when there is little agreement regarding
how to address wicked problems (Head, 2008).
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Evaluations and Critiques of the Future Search
Granata (2005) states that evaluations of future searches started in the 1990s. Oels (2002)
studied ripple effects of two FSs by conducting expert interviews with participants and other
local stakeholders within one to two years after the conferences. She was looking to explain
successes and failures. She considered Emery and Purser’s (1996) critiques as starting points as
far as areas to consider, and she arrived at several suggestions for the methodology. Emery and
Purser’s (1996) first critique is that the fixed agenda of the FS method leads to a lack of intrinsic
motivation and overall understanding amongst participants and that it leads to a lack of tangible
outcomes. Emery and Purser’s second critique is that the feelings of frustration, anger, and
helplessness, which the model’s originators think are an important aspect of the emotional roller
coaster ride, should be avoided. Emery and Purser’s third critique is that the term “stakeholder”
should be avoided due to its limit on private participation.
Oels’ (2002) believes there is considerable merit to independent stakeholder-oriented
evaluation to increase the effectiveness of large group interventions. Oels utilized a ‘social audit
approach’ (Zadek & Raynard, 1995) during her qualitative research as she sought it best to be
guided, but not blinded, by participants’ suggested indicators and criteria for evaluation.
Although she notes that such approaches are always limited by the context in which they occur,
Oels (2002) suggests three changes to the FS method.
1. Start with a warm welcome and clear discussion of the purpose. Participants should
introduce themselves.
2. The procedure to find common ground should allow more time to clarify differences
and enhance ownership with the statements of common ground.
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3. There should be more time to plan action during a phase with two separate steps. An
emphasis will be on finding true commitment, not just a commitment that might be
made to save face (Oels, 2002).
Oels (2009) found that the two FSs that she studied had been able to facilitate ripple
effects such as new contacts, new learning, and commitments to action, but had not been able to
affect substantial change. Weisbord and Janoff (2010) noted Oels’ (2002) criticism of the
methodology, but did not comment on her suggestions for change. Instead, they stated that one of
the conferences that Oels studied fails to qualify as a FS conference due to its inability to get the
correct participants (stakeholders that represent the whole system). Further, they agree with her
contention that a facilitator’s inflexibility during the other conference may have detracted from
the meeting’s success (Weisbord and Janoff, 2010).
Polanyi (2001) evaluated a FS conference on repetitive stress injury using grounded
theory (see Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Although neither the research integration processes nor the
actual outcomes were evaluated, Polanyi did find a high level of participant satisfaction with the
process and outcomes of the conference (McDonald et al., 2009). Polanyi (2001) cited
assumptions within the future search methodology; namely that the “consensus-knowledge”
paradigm (as named by Polanyi) assumed an objective truth of how to view problems could be
attained, that solutions could be agreed upon, and that these solutions could be mutually
advantageous to the extent that varied actors would commit to taking an active role in
implementation. Polanyi noted that one limitation of the study was the difficulty in evaluating a
study that does not have a control group.
Polanyi (2002) utilized Habermas’ notion of communicative action (White, 1989).
Communicative action requires the following.
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1. Each subject is allowed to participate in the discourse.
2. Each is allowed to introduce any proposal, or express any attitude, wish or need.
3. Each is allowed to question any proposal or position.
4. No speaker is hindered by compulsion from making use of the rights above. (Polanyi,
2002, p. 358)
Polanyi (2002) states that Habermas’ notion coincides with the FS’s claim to be
inclusive, reflective, and non-coercive. Polanyi (2002) found the FS method to be capable of
producing change but cautioned that the focus on finding common ground runs the risk of a false
representation of common ground assumptions due to the avoidance of examinations of minority
and/or conflicting opinions.
Michael Polanyi was also part of Strong et al. (2004), which used a modified FS method
along with an evaluation that used a comparison group. The comparison group was comprised of
a similar sector of stakeholders but in a different region. The modification employed by Strong et
al. was to have researchers who were familiar with the topic of the FS (which was functional
assessments of injured workers) to assume roles of leadership, clarify issues, provide support,
and demystify the process along with simplifying how the work was to be done. They later
helped coordinate action groups. Although Strong et al. cautions that the search for common
ground has the danger that it can marginalize the voices of the minority, they concluded the FS
process was able to serve as a mechanism to promote knowledge transfer. Change occurred at
many levels of the system, including the capacity building of individuals, organizations, and
systems. This supported the prospect of enduring change. They also concluded that their project
provided support for several assumptions of the FS process, namely the ability to have diverse
stakeholders talk and listen to each other, and for these stakeholders to establish common
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ground, to deal constructively with different levels of power, and to stimulate collaborative
action. Additionally, the modified FS was seen as being capable of stimulating research uptake
and utilization as well as being able to promote practice informed by research. They
recommended developing multidisciplinary research teams and methods as well as the further
study of a modified FS for the purposes of determining research transfer/uptake with longer term
studies in complex health and social issues. Despite over 30 years of FSs, along with similar
methods dating back almost seventy years, there remains a lack of suitable evidence that
substantiates claims of the efficacy of the FS methodology. Further, there remain differing
opinions regarding how, and even if, methods of participatory AR should be evaluated (Strong et
al., 2004).
Olsen (2011) investigated implementations of the FS method by examining self-reported
ratings of leaders regarding progress on the action plans as well as the researcher’s post hoc
analysis, which included the examination of the action plans and supporting documents. Olsen
(2011) examined leaders who chose the FS method and leaders who did not. For her doctoral
thesis, she assumed that the success of the FS intervention can be measured in a valid manner in
relation to the accomplishment of the actionable statements (termed “action plans”) that were
established at the conference. Although Olsen’s focus was not evaluation, she considered how
many actionable items were contained in the action plans and how many of these were
completed. She used this simple calculation of the completion rate of action plans to consider
relative levels of success between FSs while granting acknowledgingthat mere percentages of
action plan completion do not reflect the relative significance of the action plans that were
undertaken.
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Olsen suggested that future research could benefit from a more robust measure of success
and also declared that byproducts of the intervention could have significant impact, such as
increases in the sense of overall community, improved quality of relationships, and improved
leadership. These “ripple effects” have been documented in the qualitative literature regarding
the FS method. Olsen called for the investigation of links between qualities of leaders of future
search methods and the eventual success of the intervention.
Criteria for the success of a FS are “positive, specific, and measurable outcomes” (Olsen,
2011, p. 63). To determine these qualities amongst organizations that participated in FS
interventions, the Olsen study used self-reported ratings of leaders regarding progress on the
action plans as well as the researcher’s post hoc analysis, which included the examination of the
action plans and supporting documents. Although Olsen’s focus was not evaluation, she used a
simple calculation of the completion rate of action plans to determine relative levels of success
between FSs.
Nitecki et al. (2013) utilized a qualitative approach that included a survey in which future
search participants were asked for ratings of their perceptions of each of the conditions for
success. The researchers concluded that all of the conditions and insurance policies were met for
the case study FS conference that they examined, although the weakest evidence was for the
condition of exploring the “whole alephant” before seeking to fix any part. Nitecki et al. called
for more systematic evaluations of the future search conference method.
Meschede and Mainka (2020) found that two municipalities who used the FS conference
method were able to achieve a consensus vision in each case; however, they deemed the results
to be low quality as most of the ideas were not put into action. Meschede and Mainka (2020)
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described FS conferences as having the potential to contribute to real life solutions, if they are
influential and if they include a consulting element.
Conclusion
The literature review described the FS conference method of AR and discussed how it is
viewed as a dialogue method of performing an OD intervention. The conditions for success,
which encompass core principles of the FS, were presented along with a discussion of how the
method developed and the theoretical framework for this study. The chapter discussed traditional
evaluation methods, persistent issues with evaluating OD interventions and approaches that
attempt to be transformational in nature. It ended with further discussion on how the FS method
should be evaluated and a consideration of some evaluations of FS conferences and critiques of
the method. Chapter III describes the research methodology utilized in this study, including data
collection and analysis.
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Chapter III: Methodology of Study
In this chapter, I describe the research methodology and the single case study design of
this research. Then, I present the two conferences (i.e., two units of analysis) and the sample
associated with each conference. The data collection methods and the data analysis processes are
then detailed. I also present the researcher’s role, discuss issues regarding bias and present the
trustworthiness strategies used in this study.

Research Methodology and Design
For this study I used a single instrumental case study design (Stake, 1995). The purpose
of exploring the current, complex phenomenon is to understand the perceptions of conference
attendees from two self-proclaimed future search (FS) conferences and to consider the fitness of
the conditions for success framework regarding the FS conference method (Weisbord, 1996;
Weisbord & Janoff, 2010). Case study research is appropriate for this study because researchers
have the potential to deal with complex situations and to take into consideration the context of
the situation (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Yin, 2018). Using an instrumental case study (i.e.,
considering perceptions of participants within a case to understand the phenomenon under study
(Stake, 1995)), I sought to provide insight into a theory (i.e., conditions of success framework) to
determine how these conditions for success might link to challenges and outcomes experienced
during the conferences.
I considered one bounded case, the FS conference method. This case included two units
of analysis, (a) the 2013 Early Childhood Conference, hereafter the 2013 ECC and (b) the 2015
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High School FS conference, hereafter the 2015 HS FS. These conferences were chosen to
compare two education and youth development focused interventions, one organized by a school
district and one by a research institution.
The overall case was delimited according to the type of event, the focus of the
conference, the timeframe for the study, and the location. The type of event was the FS
conference model, which included planning meetings, the conference, the stakeholders, and
subsequent activities. Both conferences were billed as FS conferences and were conducted by
facilitators trained in the FS method. However, at the completion of the study it was clear that
the 2013 ECC was not implemented in a manner that was fully consistent with the method
postulated by Weisbord and Janoff (2010) as they clearly state that FS conferences should be
three day conferences. The focus of the conference was youth education development
interventions, and issues of racial equity were relevant in each context. All data was collected
between April and October of 2018. The time boundary consisted of the origination of the idea
of either conference, through the planning of the conferences, through the conference
implementation, to any subsequent outcomes prior to data collection in 2018. The locations of
the conferences were as follows: (a) the EC Conference, took place in a densely populated city in
the northeastern United States with a large population of low-income residents and residents of
color, and it was chosen due to its low ratings of quality and (b) the 2015 HS FS, which took
place nearby in a diverse and mainly affluent suburban setting.
I considered FS conference method with a focus on the conditions for success (Janoff &
Weisbord, 2000). Anderson (2019) identified several challenges in the evaluation of OD
interventions. These included: proving that the intervention was instrumental in promoting
change, limited time and resources for evaluation, and a dearth of longitudinal studies of change
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to guide the design of evaluations. Assessing change relating to a wicked problem can be fraught
with difficulties, as wicked problems are difficult to define and measure due to the complexities
of the system and the multitude of issues that may arise (Head, 2008). Nitecki et al. (2013)
pointed out that although the FS conference methodology has been utilized several thousand
times with many apparent successes—such as documented future searches undertaken by entities
as diverse as Ikea, Boeing, and the United Nations (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010) —there have not
been many assessments of its results.
Data Collection Methods
I conducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews with a small, purposive sample from
each conference with the goal of attaining a broader understanding of participants’ perceptions of
the FS conference method. In each case I was provided with an attendance spreadsheet from the
conference, which included contact information and stakeholder group information. The 2013
ECC was attended by 74 stakeholders and the 2015 HS FS was attended by 63 stakeholders. For
each unit of analysis, my sampling plan was to interview two facilitators, three stakeholders who
attended the FS conference and had been part of the planning committee, and three stakeholders
who attended the conference who not been part of the planning process.
The investigation of each of the two case study implementations of the FS conference
action research method consisted of qualitative interviews along with limited amounts of
additional data. This study utilized open-ended interview questions, which included asking the
participants to discuss: their relationship to the problem that the FS addressed; the goals of the
conference; the process of the conference; what they thought of the experience; how their
knowledge level changed as a result of the conference; how conflict was handled at the
conference; what attempts were made to reach agreements; what the level of involvement was
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like; what follow-up was undertaken; whether the conference seemed to affect collaborations or
partnerships that they are aware of; how they determined whether goals were met; and whether
the conference seemed effective (for sample interview questions see Appendix A).
Interviews were recorded with a handheld device and then uploaded into Simon Says
transcription software, which utilizes artificial intelligence (https://simonsays.ai/). Following the
initial transcription via the artificial intelligence within the software, I listened to each entire
transcript and made corrections. The transcribed interviews were entered into Dedoose software
which offers “Traditional qualitative data management, excerpting/coding, and analysis”
(www.dedoose.com/home/features).
The 2013 ECC
The research institution’s goal for the 2013 ECC was to improve the quality of childcare
and education for young children in a densely populated city in the Northeastern United States
with a low socioeconomic status and a diverse, transient population. The city was chosen as the
object of the FS following a larger early childhood study that compared center- and home-based
providers of education and care for young children in several cities and that found this city had
the lowest overall ratings of quality (Author Redacted, 2013a). All of the city’s public schools
are rated as “below average” in school quality profiles, which include test scores, academic
factors, the support of diversity, the consideration of discipline, and attendance policies
(GreatSchools.org, 2020).
Document analysis began after I received information regarding organizational
participation as per the Data Sharing Agreement (dated 9-1-2017) between the research
institution and the university that I am affiliated with as a student. As per the agreement, the
research institution provided a digital folder with a contact list with attendance information,
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notes and artifacts from the conference, post conference evaluations, notes that detailed the FS
activities and responses of participants, notes from planning meetings, and reports. The contact
list included 74 stakeholders listed as having attended the conference, 15 of whom had been on
the planning team. The sample of 76 includes the stakeholders and the two facilitators with direct
experience of the 2013 ECC. The conference was conducted by nine employees from the
research institutaion as well as two facilitators, six school district employees (including the
superintendent of schools and two other administrators), 10 parents of young children, two
funders, various state and local officials, education leaders (including the superintendent of the
public school district), educators who were local daycare and preschool providers (some of
whom were connected to the school district and some were not), politicians (including the
mayor), clergy, social service agency representatives, and business people.
The 2013 ECC had the stated goal: “to help participants create and own actions steps that
include meaningful measurements with follow-up monitoring” regarding addressing “the need
and desire for improving the quality of early childhood education in [this city]” (Title redacted to
preserve confidentiality, 2013a). The core action plan that was formed at the 2013 ECC was to
form within the city an “early care and education coalition, a group of community stakeholders
committed to the health, wellbeing and education success of all children” comprised of, but “not
limited to parents, community-based organizations, businesses, elected officials, religious
institutions, education leaders, and childcare providers” (Authors redacted to preserve
confidentiality, 2013b).
Recruitment
I sent solicitation letters via regular mail and email to the two facilitators, two funders, one
identified originator, the local school district, four organizations that had attended the
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conference, and four organizations that had helped to plan the conference and attended the
conference. Follow-up communications and additional solicitation letters were sent out to
organizations that had attended the conference and those that had helped to organize the
conference.
Data Collection
Qualitative data from the 2013 ECC consisted of transcribed interviews from six
participants (two facilitators, two organizers, and two attendees). Recruitment difficulties
included a lack of responses and willingness to be interviewed from organizers and attendees,
which prevented me from interviewing eight participants as planned (two facilitators, three
organizers, and three attendees). One facilitator was interviewed via telephone and the other five
interviews were conducted in person.
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Table 1.
Participants from the 2013 ECC.

2013 ECC:

5 in-person

2 Attendees, 2

interviews, 1 phone

Organizers,

interview

and
2 Facilitators

PSEUDONYM: INTERVIEW:

ROLE:

STAKEHOLDER STATUS:

Ariel

in-person

Attendee

Admin in social service agency

Carla

in-person

Attendee

School community liaison

Joan

in-person

Organizer

Admin in social service agency

Cherise

in-person

Organizer

Preschool director

Dr. Jefferies

in-person

Facilitator

NA (FS Facilitator)

Dr. Pinker

phone

Facilitator

NA (FS Facilitator)
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Additional data
Documents consisted of agendas, notes, and minutes of three planning meetings, notes that
were taken at the conference, and documents related to the We Care Coalition, which was
formed after the FS conference. These documents included planning notes, agendas, minutes,
sign-in sheets, brochures about events, emails, and the budget report—which included
evaluations of all events along with expenditure information. Other artifacts include a video and
post-conference survey data. The approximately two hour video was produced by the research
institution of various activities of the conference spliced together, although some of the audio is
inaudible. The entire video was viewed by the researcher. The video was analyzed to see if it is
relevant to the conditions for success framework and if specific actions were being planned at the
conference. Post-conference survey data from 25 stakeholder participants of the future search
(see Appendix B) was provided by the research institution that conducted the future search. The
post-conference survey data consisted of a five point Likert scale rating from “Terrible” to
“Excellent” relating to nine categories regarding the conference (1. Overall Rating, 2. Scheduling
and Timing, 3. Invitations, 4. Parking, 5. Choice of facility/venue, 6. Food & beverages, 7.
Facilitators, 8. Sponsor, and 9. Content). It also included a five point Likert scale rating of
“agreement”/”disagreement” with various statements regarding the conference.
The 2015 HS FS
The 2015 HS FS took place in May, 2015, and was organized by a public school district
as one aspect of its self-assessment phase of the high school’s middle states accreditation
process. This school district is in a fairly affluent and diverse commuter suburb ranked with the
second highest possible district factor group (based on 2000 U.S. census data). In 2015–16 it had
19% of its student population listed as “economically disadvantaged” (Redacted State
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Department of Education website).The goal of this intervention was to envision improved
outcomes at the local high school. Participants included diverse stakeholder groups representing
school district officials, funders, local residents, teaching staff, and others.
I received a list of participants that attended the 2015 HS FS after the board of education
approved the final resolution in December of 2017. Information about the 63 conference
participants included contact information, stakeholder group names and racial identity.
Stakeholder groups at the 2015 HS FS were: school district administration, current and former
high school parents, parents of future high schoolers, teachers, current HS students, municipal
leadership, community partners (including several parent groups focused on issues of race and
diversity), and support staff. Of the participants, 42 were listed as “White”, 19 were listed as
“Black”, and one as “Hispanic”. 26 Participants were school district employees (not including
two members of the board of education and one former member). There were eight HS students
and 17 parents (of HS students—current, past, and future); some of these parents were also
included in other categories (such as parents who were also district staff). The district had
collected data regarding stakeholder’s “gender”, “alumni”, “$” and “LGBT” status, but I was not
provided with that data.
Recruitment
I sent solicitation letters via regular mail and email to the two facilitators, one member of
the local foundation that funded the conference, eight stakeholders who were part of the planning
committee, and six stakeholders who attended the conference and who were not part of the
planning committee. No students who had attended the conference were sent solicitation letters
due to uncertainty about their age.
Data Collection
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Qualitative data from the 2015 HS FS consisted of transcribed interviews from eight
participants (two facilitators, three organizers, and three attendees), which was according to the
research plan. Five participants were interviewed via telephone and three were interviewed in
person.
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Table 2.
Participants from the 2015 HS FS.

2015 HS FS:

3 in-person

3 Attendees, 3

interviews, 5 phone

Organizers,

interviews

and
2 Facilitators

PSEUDONYM: INTERVIEW:

ROLE:

STAKEHOLDER STATUS:

Anna

in-person

Attendee

HS Parent

Kerry

phone

Attendee

HS Counselor

Lisa

phone

Attendee

HS Parent

Dr. Odell

phone

Organizer

HS Administrator

Nancy

in-person

Organizer

HS Educator

Dr. Beckers

phone

Organizer

HS Administrator

Dr. Hasteries

in-person

Facilitator

NA (FS Facilitator)

Dr. Winters

phone

Facilitator

NA (FS Facilitator)

Additional data
Artifacts from the 2015 HS FS conference were limited to a video that the principal of the
high school emailed to district parents. This short video was made by the television and film
students of the high school and it highlighted the work done at the conference that “brought
together 63 community partners and stakeholders to envision [the high school] in 2025”. I
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examined the self-assessment from the accreditation process, which credited the FS conference
with several visioning statements, and a picture of a mind map from the conference. The video
was analyzed to determine its relevance to the conditions for success framework and whether
specific actions were being planned at the conference.
Data Coding and Analysis
In 2018, 14 interviews were conducted and some edited video material of each
conference was viewed along with document analysis. Analysis was conducted on an ongoing
basis throughout the data gathering and coding processes in a manner consistent with Miles et
al.’s (2014) approach based on pragmatic realism. This approach entails that the researcher
collect data selectively while working through inductive inferences and considering patterns or
other types of regularities within the new data in order to support or refute these inferences.
Within the research and evaluation data app “Dedoose”, provisional codes were
developed based on research questions regarding Weisbord’s FS conference AR method.
Additionally, I read the transcriptions a number of times and developed open codes (Glaser,
1978). Sensitizing concepts are background ideas that inform our conceptualization of the
research problem. A qualitative content analysis was utilized, which the procedure utilizing
theory and research questions and considering textual material to formulate criteria. The criteria
are used to define categories of data that can be revised and reduced down to main categories and
then checked for reliability (Bowen, 2008). Some of the important codes that emerged were
“authority to act”, “whole system in the room”, “common ground”, “diversity”, “follow-up”,
“obstacles to long-term results”, “self-management”, “expertise”, and “suggestions for
improvement”. I developed themes as I re-read the codes (see Chapter Four).
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The Researcher’s Role
My role involved understanding and reconstructing meaning from the perspective of the
participants as well as triangulating additional data sources as available. I work and live within
the locale of the case studies. I took memos regarding any additional relationships or connections
I have had with participants, and discussed several issues with my mentor.
Trustworthiness and Quality Assurance
Morrow’s (2005) four criteria for trustworthiness in qualitative research are credibility,
transferability, dependability and confirmability. Below I lay out how I met these criteria.
Credibility
Paying attention to internal consistency is vital to meet the criteria for credibility.
Prolonged involvement with participants is one factor that can help with credibility. However,
pre-existing relationships can also compromise credibility. Memoing is a reflective measure that
I utilized to add credibility. In the memos I described any prior relationships or interactions that I
had with participants due to my proximity to the conference locations and topics. I discussed any
issues with my mentor or committee.
Transferability
Transferability is the extent to which the results of one study can be applied to other
situations. In this case, transferability refers to whether findings about these units of analysis of
the FS AR method reflect commonalities that may be relevant to other instances despite the
importance of context. It is not the intention of my study to presuppose that the findings will will
be transferable, but it is the intention to understand the complications in applying the conditions
for success framework to consider each unit of analysis.
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Dependability
Dependability refers to the extent to which the analytic process of research design has
been faithfully followed. This researcher addressed this issue through taking notes after
interviews and through memo writing. These notes and memos, along with interview
transcriptions, allows the process that the researchers followed to be examined thoroughly by an
independent researcher at a later date.
Confirmability
Confirmability acknowledges that research is never truly objective; many of the steps
taken to ensure dependability, can allow for an independent researcher to examine the process at
a later date, and can help to ensure a level of confirmability because of the transparency of the
process. Examining the process at a later date could, for instance, help to determine whether or
not bias may have entered into the process due to the researcher’s pre-existing relationships (see
discussion in section on ‘credibility’) or other factors.
Methods to aid in the confirmability of this study include the audio recordings and
transcriptions of the interviews. All documents were kept in a secured location and data was kept
on a USB memory device in a secured location. I kept detailed notes of all procedures followed.
Methods Summary
My instrumental single case study (Stake, 1995) of the conditions for success framework
considered recorded and transcribed interviews from participants who have knowledge of either
of the two FS conferences. The purpose of the interviews was to describe and analyze the
processes and results of the FS action research method that was undertaken along with additional
data. An inductive-deductive approach was followed—with conclusions being considered
tentative until verified, and a consideration of systemic factors being conducted. I obtained
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limited video clips of each conference, which I analyzed for relevance to the conditions-forsuccess framework and to search for specific actions planned. Further data included a postconference survey regarding the 2013 ECC and various notes and other information about that
conference.
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Chapter IV: Results
This chapter summarizes the findings that were derived through an analysis of qualitative
data related to the two research questions. The purpose of my study was to understand the FS
conference method as a form of AR by exploring two conferences based on future search
principles and to consider the suitability of the conditions for success framework regarding the FS
conference method (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010). The research questions guiding this study are:
1.

What were the participants’ experiences of the FS conference method of dialogue?

2. How do the conditions for success link to successes or challenges in the conferences?
In the next section, I present the unique context of each unit of analysis within this
instrumental case study. This information includes the purpose and rationale of the multi-day
conference as well a description of who organized the conference. After the contextual
information, I present the thematic findings.
Context
I will begin by discussing the unique context of each of the units of analysis and present
three themes regarding research question one. For research question two, I present findings
related to whether each conference met each of the eight conditions for success. Then I present
findings that indicate linkages between the conditions for success framework and challenges and
successes in the conference.
Future Search Conference Context
A FS conference (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010) is AR that is focused on a central theme.
The method utilizes stakeholder dialogue to analyze the past, understand the present, and to
agree to find common solutions for the future. The FS method involves planning a three day
conference that utilizes both large- and small-group dialogues and interventions to develop
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shared consensus among stakeholders in order to develop and implement action steps to work
towards a shared vision of the future (Weisbord & Janoff, 2000).
The 2013 ECC
The 2013 ECC was organized by a university backed institution in a manner that was
consistent with principles of participatory AR (Lewin, 1946). The goal was to improve the quality
of education and care for young children in a densely populated city in the northeastern US with a
large population of low-income residents and residents of color; the city was chosen due to the
low ratings of quality education and care received by the various providers. The research
institution received funding for the project and contracted two experienced FS facilitators. The
facilitators organized the process of forming a planning committee of mostly local stakeholders
along with several staff from the research institution. Due to scheduling logistics, which included
the consideration of certain funding deadlines, the conference took place on a Thursday and a
Friday rather than the typical three days for a FS conference. Stakeholders included employees of
the research institution conducting the conference, school district employees and leaders, parents,
funders, various state and local officials, local day care and preschool providers, politicians,
clergy, social service agency representatives, and local businesspeople. Stakeholder participants
were tasked with imagining positive future scenarios for the care and education of young children
seven years into the future, the year 2020.
The main action statement of the conference involved forming a local coalition to
improve care and education for young children. Following the FS conference an organizing
committee met several times, and these meetings led to the formation of the We Care Coalition,
which is a program of a local social service organization that already had an established presence
in the municipality. The We Care Coalition received one year of funding as a program of the local
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family service organization. The coalition reported successfully fulfilling its goals. Their funding
report specified that the organization had performed trainings on an evidence-based social
emotional preschool curriculum to 10 schools (out of 11 invited schools), to a total of 16
participants. These participants rated their confidence levels regarding the educational objectives
on a likert scale from 1, “not confident”, to 5, “very confident”. For the eight education
objectives, participants rated the majority at 5, “very confident”, and all of the rest rated their
confidence at 4, “confident”. These 16 participants were invited back for a follow-up training;
seven participants returned and reported that they were all utilizing the curriculum. The coalition
provided six different parent engagement workshops and these were attended by 54 participants
over the first four workshops, though the attendance numbers for the last two workshops are
unknown. They held two public events with educational and health-related workshops and
activities. A nighttime event for families offered eight different educational and health-related
workshops and was attended by 213 registered participants. Forty three participants completed
evaluations and four workshops achieved 100% of respondents saying they were satisfied; of the
other four workshops between 75–88% of respondents said that they were satisfied. The
coalition’s final event was a family fun day in a park and library; 148 participants signed in. The
event featured 11 activities and seven organizations that provided resources and information. The
coalition began its drafted plans for three years into the future, but the coalition ceased to exist
following this one year funding period, which ended a year and half after the conference.
The 2015 HS FS
The 2015 HS FS took place near to the Early Childhood Conference, but in a somewhat
more affluent suburban setting. Its goal was to be a visioning exercise as part of the high school’s
self-appraisal of its accreditation review by a regional certification body. The stakeholder groups
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at the 2015 HS FS were school district administration, current and former high school parents,
parents of future high schoolers, teachers, current HS students, municipal leadership, community
partners, and support staff. Stakeholder participants were tasked with imagining positive future
scenarios for the high school ten years into the future, the year 2025. Goals were developed at the
FS that were later included in aspects of the accreditation process. During the conference, action
groups were formed that included school district employees and other stakeholders. The
conference was held in May and several participants mentioned how busy the school staff was
with preparing for graduation and other end-of-year activities as well as the upcoming
accreditation process and all of the other demands of a high school. There were apparently some
meetings of the action groups, although the two participants who mentioned the meetings also
remembered that they had not been able to attend. Following the conference, a new
superintendent started in July. The new superintendent ended the process in favor of a new
strategic planning process. This process may have ended up with some of the same concerns that
had originally been brought up at the 2015 HS FS; specifically, “restorative justice” was
mentioned by two participants. Unfortunately, one factor that severely limited my study, as
discussed in the limitations section in Chapter III, was that when the district migrated to a new
computing environment, none of the data regarding the 2015 HS FS was preserved.
Findings
I will present three themes regarding research question one. For research question two, I
will first present findings related to whether each conference met each condition for success, and
then I will present findings related to linkages between the conditions for success and outcomes.
Within each theme and within discussing each condition for success, I will first discuss findings
regarding the 2013 ECC and then discuss findings regarding the 2015 HS FS.
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Research Question 1
1. What were the participants’ experiences of the FS conference method of dialogue?
The first research question draws on interview data regarding the participants experience
of the FS conference method of dialogue. This includes aspects such as how they felt, interacted,
planned, or took actions during the planning for the conference, during the conference itself, and
any involvement in activities after the conference that participants identify as being related to the
conference, as well as any benefits of the FS that are discussed by participants. Through the data
analysis regarding participants’ recollections and perceptions of the FS conferences in 2018, five
years following the 2013 ECC and three years after the 2015 HS FS, three themes emerged from
their descriptions. Themes were “positive emotions and actions”, “value of diversity”, and “the
conference was a well-planned learning experience”.

Theme: Positive Emotions and Actions.
The first theme associated with the FS conference was positive emotions and actions.
Participants mentioned that the positive emotions that they experienced at the conference
included: “happy”, “exciting”, “optimistic”, “inspirational”, “engaging”, “love”, and “joyful”.
Cherise, a private pre-school owner/director who helped to plan the 2013 ECC, was inspired by
the conference and “thought it was very engaging”. Nancy, an educator for a private organization
that funds public education who helped to plan the 2015 HS FS, loved the conference and was
impressed with the people at the conference and by the end she felt “quite optimistic about where
we were headed”. Dr. Beckers, an administrator who helped to plan the 2015 HS FS, mentioned
a special type of bonding that occurred at the event and stated that “what was so neat on the last
day was how proud the group was about what had been accomplished.” Dr. Winters, a 2015 HS
FS Facilitator, “felt very good about about [sic] the search” and that “people were excited about
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their participation. There was a lot of energy in that room. There was a sense of creating
something collectively that mirrored what I’ve seen in successful searches.” Kerry, a school
counselor who attended the 2015 HS FS specifies feeling excited as she recalled:
I’m a social worker so I sort of feel I think I was on restorative practices because I
was very invested in that. And we are and have been working since then on
restorative practices. So I remember going into a corner of the lunchroom with a
bunch it’s kind of like-minded people and being excited.
She summarized that “we had a great time, it was very collaborative”. Anna, a 2015 HS FS
parent, thought that “at the end of the conference I think people felt, I think that people felt
happy, I think people were excited. I felt that there was a real sense of joy and community.”
Participants discussed positive actions—such as people being engaged, energetic, hardworking, and committed, as well as the sharing of ideas, and collaboration. Ariel, an
administrator in a social service agency who attended the 2013 ECC, remembered “feeling like
everyone’s invested in this process” and that “people were pretty involved at a high level”.
Nancy, an educator for a private organization that funds public education who helped to plan the
2015 HS FS, described a good setting for dialogue in that “people were very respectful of each
other and people really listened.” Lisa, a parent who attended the 2015 HS FS, also spoke
positively of the people involved as she acknowledged “it was a lot of work” but she praised “a
lot of really great people with good energy and good ideas”. Dr. Hasteries, a 2015 HS FS
Facilitator, discussed hard work and commitment as she sensed:
People were enthusiastic, they were working hard, they were interested. There
was a lot of energy, good energy. Yeah, I didn’t find it was difficult to get people
involved. They were pretty much, there was a lot of commitment to the issues.
She later continued that “there were no issues at all in terms of involvement with people or
energy or commitment.” In the edited video about the 2015 HS FS, which was sent to all of the
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parents in the district, a male student who was part of the FS mentioned that great ideas were
shared as he stated:
This is the tip of the iceberg. I feel like this is going to be a good, I feel like this is
going to be a great following two days and we could possibly get a lot done—this
is a room full of intelligent people with nothing but great ideas.
He was later featured looking forward to the actions of the next day saying “I’m really looking
forward to it tomorrow, trying to finding ways to implement those having feasible plans that we
can use to put those things into practice and actually make our school better in the coming
years.” Dr. Winters, a 2015 HS FS facilitator, felt that people stayed “engaged the entire time.”
Anna, a 2015 HS FS parent, mentioned two types of engagement as she stated “it was a nice way
for the whole group to engage physically as well as sort of the intellectual engagement.” A high
school teacher featured in the 2015 HS FS video expressed optimism as he stated:
I have to say this weekend really exceeded my expectations. I expected to be
sitting around a board for most of the weekend hearing ideas and like paperwork.
This collaborative effort has been so much more than I thought it was going to be
and I’m really excited with the action plans that were developed.
Also in the 2015 HS FS video, a Dad mentioned hope and other feelings as he stated:
I actually believe that education is the only true social equalizer. All the people
that came this weekend. You know students, civic leaders, teachers,
administrators—the energy and ideas were incredibly inspiring and motivating
and I feel like there’s hope. And being a part of this was a very humbling
experience.
The video ended with participants giving one word to describe their feelings at the end of the
event; the word “excited” came up several times, and many other positive terms were stated such
as “hopeful” and “grateful”. Only one of these terms might not be entirely appropriate in all
settings, and that was “kick-ass”.
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In addition to this study’s narrative analysis, I found additional evidence that supports
this theme for the 2013 ECC. Researchers tabulated 25 post-conference evaluations from
participants and 15 of them gave the conference an overall rating of “Excellent”, nine gave a
rating of “Good”, one gave it a “Fair”; there were no ratings of “Poor” or “Terrible”. Eighteen of
the 25 survey respondents strongly agreed and six agreed (with 1 abstaining) that they felt “more
committed to helping to craft quality early education and care in [this city]” after the event.
Theme: Value of Diversity
Several participants credited the conference for its diversity. This diversity included
demographic diversity and the diversity of stakeholders groups. Lee and Nathan (2010) found
improved results related to increased diversity of stakeholder participation in strategic planning.
Facilitators of both conferences also spoke of ethnic diversity specifically in terms of the
facilitators themselves. Some participants used the word “diversity” to describe the event, while
others commented on the variety of stakeholder group attributes. The planners of the 2015 HS FS
ensured diversity of age by including students as a stakeholder group (to be discussed further
regarding the relationship of the diversity of stakeholder group to the main issue). The 2015 HS
FS collected ethnicity data for all participants to achieve racial diversity. The school district has a
long history of being a battleground regarding issues of racial integration. At the time of the
conference the district was still involved in rectifying a compliant with the office of civil rights
and one of the planners discussed how there was intentionality in ensuring a diverse group of
stakeholders in terms of race, and sexual orientation, and by having students involved as well.
Video recordings of the 2015 HS FS conference shows a fairly racially-diverse crowd, which
supports the reported demographics. In attendance were 42 participants listed as “White”, 19 as
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“Black”, and one “Hispanic”. Video recordings of the 2013 ECC show that the crowd was
mostly non-white.
Facilitators of both conference also spoke of ethnic diversity specifically in terms of the
facilitators themselves. Dr. Jefferies, a facilitator of the 2013 ECC, observed that “in terms of
specifically how it looked, you know, literally, I remember seeing a lot of people of color. And
feeling a little bit, like is it weird that there are these two white, Jewish people facilitating this?”
Dr. Hasteries, the first 2015 HS FS facilitator to commit to the project, knew that the planners
identified diversity a critical issue for this diverse, suburban town and as he stated that
“unfortunately, or fortunately, I’m White Anglo-Saxon Male—not much I can do about that”.
There was an agreed upon clear need to find a co-facilitator who was a person of color.
Incidentally, he even stated that Dr. Jefferies, co-facilitator of the 2013 ECC, had been
considered for co-facilitating the 2015 HS FS and was believed to be well suited except that they
had specifically decided they needed diverse facilitators.
Some attendees commented positively regarding the various groupings, the diversity of
the stakeholders and their relationships to the main issue. Planners spoke of their intentionality
regarding inviting a diverse mix of stakeholders in terms of their relationship to the main issue
and in terms of their viewpoints. Participants from each FS conference spoke positively about the
engagement from stakeholder groups that were directly affected by the main issue of the
conference; in the 2013 ECC, these stakeholders were parents of young children; in the 2015 HS
FS, these stakeholders were high school students. FS principles consider stakeholder groups that
are directly affected by the main issue as being “in need” of a solution (this topic will be further
discussed as it relates to the first condition for success in the second research question). Joan, an
administrator in a social service agency who was on the planning team for the 2013 ECC,
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remembered “a couple of parents in particular standing up and were very outspoken in sharing
their perspectives” and “convinced other people to say yes I can agree”. Dr. Beckers, an
administrator who helped plan 2015 HS FS, remembered how “strong and committed” the
students were at the conference and they had “really strong student voices and I say voices not
leaders—because sometimes your best and most passionate voices come from kids who are not
your visible leaders”.
Theme: Conference was a well-planned learning experience.
Participants mentioned that the conference was well planned. Cherise, a private preschool owner/director who helped to plan the 2013 ECC, stated:
It was well put together. Yeah I think it was a pretty good conference. I think it
was very good. You know it was a pretty good meeting conference whatever they
want to call it...I think everything went pretty smoothly.
Carla, a school community liaison who attended the 2013 ECC found it “interesting in
how those committee members and board members had different ideas on how to bring about
change in educational department systems with, you know, minority kids.” Nancy, an educator
for a private organization that funds public education who helped to plan the 2015 HS FS said
she learned a lot at the conference.

Research Question 2
2. How do the conditions for success link to successes or challenges in the conferences?
The eight conditions for success specify Weisbord’s and Janoff’s (2000) framework for
organizing a FS conference for stakeholders in order to understand the main issue on a more
complex level through the dialogue process between stakeholders. The four core principles are
“get the whole system in the room”, “explore the whole elephant before seeking to fix any part”,
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“focus on common ground and future action, not problems and conflicts”, and “to have people
self-manage their own groups and be responsible for action”. The insurance policies are “full
attendance”, “healthy meeting conditions”, “allow three days for 16 to 20 hours of work (“sleep
twice”)”, and “invite people to take public responsibility for follow-up”. Weisbord and Janoff
(2000) developed the conditions for success through considering hundreds of FS conferences.
The four core principles exemplify the optimal conditions that are likely, though not guaranteed,
to produce favorable long term results from a FS conference. The four insurance policies are
operationalized aspects that, if adhered to, are likely to enhance the achievement of the four core
principles (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010). Participants’ narratives of their conference experiences
are considered regarding their adherence to the framework of the eight conditions for success
(the four core principles and the four insurance policies).
I considered evidence related to each of the conditions for success for both of the
conferences and found several potentially crucial factors represented in the data. The framework
illustrated some aspects of the implementations that limited their overall effectiveness, while it
also pointed to some strengths and successes. There were several instances one condition for
success appearing to dynamically influence another. After I describe each condition for success,
I will address how the 2013 ECC met the condition and how the 2015 HS FS met the condition. I
will start with the four core principles of the conditions for success and follow with the four
insurance policies (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010).
1. Get the “whole system in the room”
The core principle of getting the “whole system in the room”, was relevant to each of the
future-oriented conferences. Based on the strategy of promoting a dialogue among interdependent
stakeholders to address an issue from a systems-based perspective, this core principle promotes
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inviting interdependent stakeholders who are potential change elements within the system as
represented by the acronym “ARE IN” (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010):
A=Authority to act on their own.
R=Resources of time, money, access, and influence.
E=Expertise—social, economic, technical—in the topic.
I=Information that others need.
N=Need—people who need a solution because they are directly affected by the problem.
Criteria that are relevant to the core principle of having the “whole system” in the room relate to
how the participants described aspects and dynamics of the stakeholders who participated in the FS,
including any discussion regarding the five element of the “ARE IN” acronym and the
interdependence of stakeholders.
Both conferences mostly satisfied the core principle of getting the “whole system” in the
room, yet challenges were encountered. Diverse stakeholders attended the conferences and they
included elements of authority, resources, expertise, information, and those in need of a solution.
There is evidence that components of the whole system did attend. However, a challenge (which is
further discussed in the upcoming section) arose regarding the insurance policy of full attendance.
This challenge is that many of the stakeholders of the 2013 ECC did not stay the whole time, so the
“whole system” may have attended the conference, but they were not all in the same room at the
same time. The challenge for the 2015 HS FS was that when the FS conference was conducted, they
were a school district without a superintendent.
Dr. Pinker, a Facilitator of the 2013 ECC, felt that the planning committee identified
appropriate stakeholders such as “community organizations, day care providers, private, public,
government organizations that had a hand in childcare”. Cherise, a private pre-school
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owner/director who participated in the planning committee for the 2013 ECC recalled that “it was
all good coming together. It was all good you know having the discussion, you know getting the
political people involved in things like that.”
Two facilitators of the 2015 HS FS discussed the overall balance of stakeholders in some
way, although their assessments differed. Dr. Hasteries, one of the facilitators of the 2015 HS FS,
reflected positively that “it was a good, diverse group of people” but he was concerned that it
lacked “the equality of stakeholder groups that you like so that no group gets overwhelmed”. He
addressed this concern because 21 of the 63 stakeholders worked for the school district. Dr.
Winters, a 2015 HS FS Facilitator, reflected that “there was a very good cross-section of people,
everything from people from the board as well as students from the school” and that “the balance of
power is always a good thing” and he was “impressed with the students’ ability to articulate their
needs”.
Authority and resources: Representing the first two letters of the “ARE IN” acronym,
stakeholders with authority and resources are needed to make actions more certain (Weisbord and
Janoff, 2010). Both conferences included numerous stakeholders in positions of authority. Yet both
future searches were challenged by a lack of authority in two distinct manners.
The target of the 2013 ECC lacked a centralized authority structure. The 2013 ECC was a
type of community-based participatory AR spearheaded by a research institution connected with a
state university. The conference focused on the entire realm of educators and care providers for
young children within the geopolitical location of this small but densely populated city. The city
was chosen due to the low ratings of quality that were found during the institute’s study of various
public and private local entities that provide childcare and education to young children. Though
there was no single organization as the focus of the conference, there were a variety of local
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authority figures who attended the conference, including the superintendent of schools, the mayor,
school district administrators, a state education official, members of the clergy, and local officials.
Vacancy at the top of the centralized authority structure at the 2015 HS FS: The 2015 HS
FS was initiated by and focused on the education organization of the local high school, which is a
sub-system of the larger organization of the public school district. The school district has a clear
organizational structure and the superintendent, although beholden to the board of education, is the
main authority figure. However, at the time of the FS, the district only had an acting superintendent,
and he did not attend the conference; the new superintendent had been approved to start over the
summer but was still employed by another district at the time of the conference. The authority
figures who attended the 2015 HS FS include HS administrators (such as the principal and assistant
principal), district level administrators (such as the business administrator and director of
technology), several members of the Board of Education, the Chief of Police, the head of the local
Recreation and Cultural Arts Committee, and the zoning board. Soon after the new superintendent
began working in the district, he announced plans for a subsequent three-day visioning event called
the Strategic Planning Process, and the committees that had formed after the 2015 HS FS ceased to
meet.
Although the Superintendent ended the planned conference outcomes, there may still have
been results. Several district personnel expressed their belief that some ideas that were originally
brought up at the FS were later brought up during the strategic planning process, and this belief was
also mentioned by other participants. Lisa, a parent who attended the 2015 HS FS, recalled that the
conference was the first time she heard about restorative practices. A year a half later, restorative
practices were mentioned on the district’s website as strategy #2 of the strategic plan that was
developed following the subsequent three day planning process that was initiated by the new
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superintendent. Unfortunately, the change to the district’s vision that was developed in the FS
regarding the strategic planning process was so complete that none of the district’s data regarding
its own FS was preserved during the migration to a new computer platform (as noted in the
limitations section).
Resources: In terms of resources being represented in the 2013 ECC, the attendance list
included funders, community leaders, local social service agencies, and school officials. The
importance of stakeholders with economic resources was pointed out by Ariel, an administrator in a
social service agency who attended the 2013 ECC. She recalled how the collaborative program (the
“We Care Coalition” formed after the conference) received funding “because obviously [the
funder] was there at that meeting”. Ariel noted that the funder had been present for the whole
conference; so although the conference did not achieve the insurance plan of full attendance, since
multiple participants did not stay the whole time, some important stakeholder did stay the whole
time and subsequently provided resources.
In terms of resources being represented at the 2015 HS FS, the school district itself was the
main resource present and many of the other stakeholders were local taxpayers. The attendance list
included several local funding organizations, a parent group, and several other local agencies. Dr.
Beckers, an administrator who helped to plan the FS, mentioned how fortunate the district was to
have the local foundation which “was willing to support us to get the [FS conference] done.”
Expertise and information: The next two letters in the “ARE IN” acronym, “E” for expertise
and “I” for information. These convey that stakeholders with expertise in the topic and information
regarding the system make it more likely that people will not just do some things about the problem
but will do the right things (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010). From a systems perspective, Weisbord and
Janoff (2010) are seeking to redraw boundaries to include a diagonal slice of stakeholders who,
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under normal circumstances, do not have opportunities to interact in a meaningful manner.
Stakeholders must also be able to take action without the permission of others who are not present.
The key element is that stakeholders convey information regarding patterns of system functioning
“so that within a day all will know more about the system than any one person knew coming in”
(Weisbord and Janoff, 2010, location 771 of 4339).
This study does not attempt to answer whether the right things were done after these two FS
conferences, but it does find that there were attempts in both conferences to provide expertise and
information. Both conferences included experts in education, as well as other types of participant
stakeholder groups. In terms of the expertise that was represented at the 2013 ECC, the attendance
list included two participants who were labeled as “expert” and nine participants from the
university-based research institution that conducted the research. Some other participants who may
also qualify as experts include the superintendent of the school district, a PhD Psychologist who
worked for a local family success center, and an administrator in the state department of education.
Joan, an administrator in a social service agency who helped to plan the 2013 ECC, stated that there
were “layers of interest to keep each other well informed about” and that her role was “to be a
participant and to share my knowledge and expertise.” The 2013 ECC was attended by the
following list of stakeholders “know information that others need”: six school district employees
(including administrators), 10 parents, two funders, and various state and local officials, educators
(including local day care and preschool providers (some of whom are connected to the school
district and some whom are not), politicians, clergy, social service agency representatives, and
business people as well as nine staff from the research institution conducting the conference.
The 2015 HS FS was attended by the following list of stakeholders with “expertise in the
topic being presented”: teachers, counselors, other school staff, and administrators. Lisa, a parent
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who attended the 2015 HS FS, recalled that “it was excellent. And it was really a mix of staff and
parents and administrators. It was impressive.” The 2015 HS FS was attended by the following list
of stakeholders who had information that others needed: various school staff, community leaders,
local officials, parents of high schoolers and future high schoolers, and a group of current high
school students. All of these could be considered potential sources of information from a variety of
perspectives. Twenty six of the 63 stakeholders who attended the 2015 HS FS worked for the
school district.
Stakeholders in need of a solution: Stakeholders in need (the “N” in “ARE IN”) of a
solution are those affected by the outcome (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010. Weisbord and Janoff
consider these stakeholders as necessary to “contribute a reality check on unforeseen outcomes”
(Weisbord & Janoff, 2010, location 761 of 4339). In both conferences, those in need of a solution
are often discussed as powerful contributors. The stakeholder group that was considered to be “in
need of a solution” at the 2013 ECC included the parents of young children, while those considered
to be “in need of a solution” at the 2015 HS FS were the high school students themselves.
The attendance list of the 2013 ECC included 10 parents (one identified as a “foster
parent”), and although none of them were interviewed, several participants mentioned how
impactful some of these parents were. Joan, an organizer of the 2013 ECC, remembered “a couple
of women (parents) being incredibly articulate about things that were not necessarily on my radar
screen.” At the 2015 HS FS, the high school students were the stakeholder group that most
precisely embodied those who are effected by the main issue of the conference. Dr. Winters, a 2015
HS FS facilitator, reflected that he was “impressed with the students’ ability to articulate their
needs.” Dr. Beckers proclaimed how impressed she was with the students who were very articulate
about many things, especially issues of gender identity, and this group of students made “some of
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the adults in the room say gosh I can't believe what they said. They were so smart, they were so
committed.”
2. Explore the “whole elephant” before seeking to fix any part
The core principle of the conditions for success is “explore the ‘whole elephant’ before
seeking to fix any part”. This principle is based the parable about the six blind men who make
assumptions about what an elephant is like based on examining only one part of the elephant’s
body. This principle is based on the idea that everybody must end up seeing the larger system
instead of focusing on separate, component parts. Therefore, the group’s understanding of the issue
becomes fuller than anyone’s previous understanding of the issue and this enables a global context
in which to plan local action (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010). Although seeing the whole elephant is
simply a metaphor for gaining a more complete understanding, the FS method intends for
participants to gain enough of a complex understanding of the system to make informed plans of
actions towards a better future (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010). The method seeks to achieve this large
group level of shared understanding through a common set of exercises (see Chapter II for a
detailed explanation). Whereas the previous core principle (whole system in the room) recognizes
the importance of stakeholders who know information about the system (the I in “ARE IN”),
“explore the whole elephant before seeking to fix any part” focuses on that information being
shared from multiple perspectives to enable differentiation (Janoff, 2021). Criteria that are relevant
to this principle are how participants deepened their understanding about the core issue during the
FS conference and their experience of the educational processes and tasks of the conference.
Both conferences satisfied the core principle of exploring the whole elephant. The
inconsistency of stakeholder attendance presented challenges to “exploring the whole elephant” for
the 2013 ECC. Participants completed exercises consistent with the FS method and were aimed at
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creating a shared group dialogue with helpful visuals reflecting the co-created knowledge of
relevant systems. Most of the participants had positive things to say about the processes of each
conference. Participants indicated specific examples of knowledge gain, which I discuss below.
Exploring the whole elephant at the 2013 ECC. Several participants discuss the learning
that took place during the conferences. Carla, a school community liaison found it “interesting in
how those committee members and board members had different ideas on how to bring about
change in educational department systems with, you know, minority kids.” Ariel, an
administrator in a social service agency who attended the 2013 ECC, felt that “people were
pretty involved at a high level.” Joan, an Organizer for the 2013 ECC, recognized how much she
learned from the parents’ perspectives.
Possible effect of lack of full attendance on the ability for the conference to explore the
whole elephant: Dr. Pinker, a facilitator of the 2013 Early Childhood Conference, was critical of the
extent to which the whole elephant was explored during the conference. She blamed the
inconsistent attendance for this because it meant that there was a lack of “consistent voices in the
room, then you keep needing to keep telling different stories and perspectives”; that stakeholders
“were not the best at abiding by the intention of each exercise, it was hard to keep them on track”.
Dr. Pinker felt this made it difficult for stakeholders to really integrate each other’s stories; she
estimated how well they really listened and heard each other at “maybe 60% but certainly not
100%.” But she later summarized the benefits that she saw by saying that “folks who had not come
together in the same room to talk about this or broach this came together in the same room and that
was huge, you know a big plus” and also recalled how they “went around and they got to hear one
another’s perspectives”.
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Exploring the whole elephant at the 2015 HS FS: Participants from the 2015 HS FS
specified some of the activities they engaged in during the conference and what they learned. Kerry,
a school counselor who attended the 2015 HS FS, remembered that “we went into groups that
worked on specific issues and brainstormed and made specific recommendations”, there were
alternating activities and discussions with the group of similar stakeholders that she was a part of,
the mixed stakeholder group went “very well”, and the alternation between types of groups “was a
good part of it.” Anna, a parent who attended the 2015 HS FS, felt that “people did put themselves
out there to say the things that they needed to say, both white and black” (the district has a long
history of being in the forefront of divisive racial issues). She found hearing the teachers’
perspectives very interesting and ended up becoming “keenly aware of their unhappiness, and I
hadn’t, I hadn’t thought that before.” Yet Anna came out of it wondering “what do we do? What,
what can we actually do? What role can we actually play in this discussion about how to make our
schools more equitable?” Nancy, an educator with a local private organization that funds and assists
public education and who helped to plan the 2015 HS FS, loved the conference and “heard some
really good ideas for kind of creative out-of-the box thinking in terms of scheduling, in terms of
how to make a very large school feel small” and that she “walked away feeling really good about
our community and quite optimistic about where we were headed.” As discussed earlier, restorative
justice was brought up during the conference and then later it was included in the subsequent
strategic planning process and remains a part of the district’s policy to this day.
Dr. Winters, a 2015 HS FS facilitator, thought that “the first section of the future search,
which is examining the historical past of the organization went very well as did the futuring or the
dreaming into the future that people were able to do.” Dr. Beckers, an administrator who helped to
plan the 2015 HS FS, recalled that the conversations went where “the room wanted us to go. And I
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think largely those people were representative enough that we captured lots of the community and
the school community goals”. She mentioned that the stakeholders did “talk a lot about kind of
student culture and life” and the need for racially diverse staff. She felt illuminated the extent to
which parents were not aware of certain programs—such as how parents did not realize the ways in
which the high school reached out and connected with elementary schools within the district. She
realized that despite many types of programming throughout the district, there was “a lack of kind
of programmatic cohesion” regarding certain aspects—such as there not being an umbrella program
for inter-school partnerships. She articulated the difficulty in crafting a five year plan for the middle
states self-study due to the shifting landscapes in the state and within the district and gave an
example of how the state “is literally moving the goalposts on standardized testing” which makes it
“very difficult to create standardized testing benchmarks” five years in advance. She credited the FS
process with helping this articulation of goals and plans come about as the group increased their
understanding of the systems involved.
Another indication of the sharing of knowledge was noted previously.1 The stakeholder
groups for these conferences that were most directly affected by the problem—the parents in the
2013 ECC Early Childhood FS and the students in the 2015 HS FS—were commended by
participants as being very vocal at spreading their viewpoint, which impressed and enlightened
other stakeholders at the conference.
3. Focus on common ground and future action, not problems and conflicts
Weisbord and Janoff (2010) stress that time needs to be devoted to finding common
ground and to planning future action but time is not well spent attempting to resolve
disagreements or effectively deal with conflicts. Disagreements are acknowledged and treated as
1

See the discussion of stakeholder groups who are in need of a solution (the ‘N’ in “ARE IN”) in the previous
condition-for-success of “get the whole system in the room”.
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information, but not acted upon as action items. The FS method asks people to envision their
ideal futures and to dramatize the fulfillment of their dreams in order to instill optimism and high
energy as opposed to the depressing vantage point of trying to fix problems (Weisbord & Janoff,
2010). I considered how the participants described interactions between stakeholders, evidence
of agreements or disputes, and the process of action planning.
Both conferences satisfied the core principle of focusing on common ground and future
focus, although challenges were encountered. The strived for outcome of FS conferences is that
common ground statements are agreed upon by all stakeholders and there is commitment to
specific plans. Both conferences achieved this basic level of plans that were developed that led to
at least some subsequent actions. The edited videos of both conferences show some specific
future actions that stakeholders committed to (verification of achievement of those specific
actions was beyond the scope of this study). Additionally, several participants from both
conferences indicated finding some common ground during the conference and some continued
actions following the conference. Challenges to finding common ground were also evident
regarding both conferences.
Common ground and future focus at the 2013 ECC: Joan, an administrator in a social
service agency who helped to plan the 2013 ECC FS, described how her group found agreement
at the conference but she questioned whether there continued to be common ground following
the conference. She remembered that in the mixed stakeholder group that she was in at the
conference, “there were differences of opinion though I’m not going to call it a disagreement”
but “at some point in time our group felt comfortable with whatever compromise decisions we
made”. And when the large group came together “there was a group consensus on what was
going to be done to move forward”. Dr. Pinker, a facilitator of the 2013 ECC, felt that there was
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some common ground found, though she had reservations, stating that she did not think there
was “a whole lot of clarity moving forward of what to do with the few things that they did find
common ground on.”
Common ground and future focus at the 2015 HS FS: Lisa, a parent who attended the
2015 HS FS, recalled “that there weren’t disagreements. I think maybe the only disagreement
was you know what was the highest priority.” However, another 2015 HS FS parent, Anna,
remembered some episodes during the conference that were “contentious”. She explained that
“the discussions weren’t easy. And we had two very strong women. One who is—both of whom
are…very certain of their correctness and both of whom can be quick to feel that they’ve been
offended.” Anna thought “people were prepared to continue the conversation and to try to find
common ground” but she did not feel that people walked out of the meeting feeling like
“anything had been resolved, that there was common ground, it was simply that we had all
agreed that OK I’m here in my silo and you'’e there in your silo”. She later added that
“everybody got to the starting gate and then the whistle didn’t blow.”
Other than Anna, most other participants saw common ground in a more positive light.
Dr. Beckers, an administrator who helped to plan the 2015 HS FS, felt that “students and
community members spent a lot of time thinking about what’s good for everybody” and this led
to a “vision for all of us—not just some of us.” And Nancy, an educator with a local private
organization that funds and assists public education and who helped to plan 2015 HS FS, felt that
“people were very respectful of each other and people really listened”. She felt that by the end
“we each found an area that we wanted to work on more and we committed to doing that”. Dr.
Odell, a HS administrator who featured in the edited video, recalled that they performed:
some activities that were literally like plays. And in doing so, things surfaced that
we were then able to identify and put on the wall together. The goal behind this is
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to find where we have common ground so that we can then build plans to achieve
that common ground.
A teacher in the edited video was also very positive about possibilities when he expressed that
with “the work of a group like this even better things could happen sooner than people expect
them to.” Similarly, a student in the edited video exemplified being positive about the common
ground when she stated that the “collaborative effort has been so much more than I thought it
was going to be and I’m really excited with the action plans that were developed.”
The 2013 ECC faced several challenges in achieving common ground. Facilitators from
both conferences discussed reservations regarding the action planning process.
The additional challenge to finding common ground due to the lack of full attendance at
the 2013 ECC: Dr. Pinker, a Facilitator of the 2013 ECC, felt that, toward the end, at the time
when the group specifically needs to identify common ground as part of the FS process, some
stakeholders were leaving. She recalled “some things did get identified, but I think without a
whole lot of clarity moving forward of what to do with the few things that they did find common
ground on.”
Business competitiveness may have been a challenge at the 2013 ECC. One participant
noted that the 2013 ECC contained stakeholders who were in competition (for local day care and
preschool businesses) with each other and that this may have affected the conference’s ability to
achieve common ground. Joan, an administrator in a social service agency who was on the
planning team for the 2013 ECC, considered the longer range implications of finding common
ground. She wanted to look beyond the conference to the time when the We Care Coalition was
active. Furthermore, she discussed competition between various day care and pre-school
providers and felt that these issues did not get resolved, which she brought up while discussing
why the coalition did not continue.
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4. Have people self-manage their own groups and be responsible for action
The core principle of self-management and responsibility for action means that in small
groups, everyone gets to share information, interpret information, and decide upon action steps.
Participants take turns in various roles and attempts are made to reduce passivity, conflict, and
power dynamics. Dialogue, not problem solving, is the main tool of these self-managed groups
in which the main goal is for participants to help each other do the tasks and to take
responsibility for their own perceptions and actions (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010). Criteria I
considered are how participants discussed deliberate engagement, self-management, and group
dynamics.
Self-management and responsibility for action was a challenge at the 2013 ECC, but it
was evident at the 2015 HS FS. From the point of establishing the planning committees,
facilitators of the two conferences expressed very different assessments regarding selfmanagement and responsibility for action. The facilitators of the 2013 ECC noted a lack of
consistency, planning, and attendance of the stakeholders leading up to and during the FS
conference. Whereas the facilitators of the 2015 HS FS were pleased with the viability and
motivation of the planning committee.
Self-management and responsibility for action was a challenge at the 2013 ECC. Dr.
Pinker, a facilitator of the 2013 ECC, gave a mixed review when asked specifically about selfmanagement and responsibility for action regarding the conference. Overall she felt that “there
wasn’t close, deliberate, self-management. So again, kind of like a 50-50. Some folks rose to the
occasion. For some folks, it was just a huge challenge.” Dr. Jefferies, the other facilitator, began
our discussion by mentioning the inconsistency of attendance and the follow-through of the
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planning committee leading up to the conference and expressed that most of the work was done
by one person, the director of the early education research center.
Self-management and responsibility for action was evident at the 2015 HS FS. Both of
the facilitators were pleased with the level of engagement and other aspects of the interpersonal
dynamics involved in the conference. Although part of the FS philosophy (Weisbord, 1995) is
the importance of ownership of the solution, Anna, a 2015 HS FS parent, had a very different
suggestion that perhaps facilitators should provide participants with individual action plans “so
that they have a different level of engagement with the process”. In contrast to her statement but
aligned with the FS philosophy, Dr. Hasteries pointed out that it is important for a facilitator not
to do too much of the work for the planning committee. Dr. Hasteries expressed that the planning
committee needs to take charge and responsibility. He felt that the planning process went well
and that they were able to achieve “the dynamics that you want in terms of the future search and
I think we got it; I think we succeeded on that”. Dr. Winters, also a 2015 HS FS facilitator,
similarly felt “very good” about the search, that “people were engaged the entire time”. And she
believed that they were “creating something collectively that mirrored what I’ve seen in
successful searches.”
5. Full attendance
This insurance policy is to “urge people to attend the whole meeting” and is also called “full
attendance.” A typical FS lasts 16–20 hours, and Weisbord and Janoff (2000) strongly discourage
part-time attendance because long term, collaborative planning requires a fully shared experience.
Weisbord and Janoff (2010) acknowledged that there may be circumstances where one or two
participant stakeholders do not attend the entire conference, but more than that is to be avoided. In
order to achieve full attendance, facilitators of both conferences urged the diverse stakeholders to
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attend the entire conference. Criteria that are relevant to this insurance policy is whether the
conference was well attended by stakeholders who stayed the entire time.
The core principle of full attendance was not achieved by the 2013 ECC but was achieved
by the 2015 HS FS. The 2013 ECC did not achieve full attendance. Seventy four stakeholders
attended the event and 43 stakeholders were listed as no-shows. The attendance list did not list
dates or times of attendance; and although the conference was attended by 10 more stakeholders
than the standard suggestion, of approximately 64 stakeholders (Weisbord & Janoff, 2000), several
participants commented that some stakeholders who were expected never showed up, and that
different stakeholders showed up on each day as opposed to staying for the whole conference.
Other stakeholders arrived late, and some left early. Both facilitators of the 2013 ECC, complained
that different stakeholders showed up on the second day of the conference and one, Dr. Pinker,
estimated that “a good number, if not 50%, were new and different faces.” Dr. Pinker explained that
towards the end of the conference, when it was time to get into action planning, things started to fall
apart as some people left and they were “just barely started talking about common ground and we
didn’t have everyone there.”
Carla, who is a school community liaison who attended the conference, recalled that
“people didn’t stay. Some of them were here, you know, then just up and leave.” But Carla did
recall that attendance had been emphasized by the facilitators: “We had to make a commitment
by attending those meetings, that was important.” Joan, an administrator in a social service
agency who helped to plan the 2013 ECC, remembered that “people from the school district were
there not necessarily for the whole time. People from the county government were there, but not
necessarily for the whole time.” Joan also recalled that near the end of the conference, when
people were expected to make commitments “a lot of people had already left.”
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The 2015 HS FS achieved full attendance. The attendance list for the 2015 HS FS lists 63
stakeholders and also does not break down the attendance according to the three days of the
conference, nor does it list whether anyone came late or left early. Dr. Hasteries characterized the
2015 HS FS as being well attended and added to this by saying that: “there was good attendance
at the planning committee and at least good responsibility. To the best of my knowledge people
were there throughout the conference.” Dr. Hasteries also believed “pretty much everyone who
was supposed to attend did show up. There were no issues at all in terms of involvement with
people or energy or commitment.” Dr. Beckers, an administrator who helped to plan 2015 HS
FS, recalled that “personally, it was certainly hard to make a Friday night, all day Saturday and
Sunday work, but you know coming into it that everyone kind of made that sacrifice by giving
up that time.” But what factors may have contributed to the
2015 HS FS achieving full attendance but the 2013 ECC failing to do so?
Factors that may account for the difference in attendance:
Timing of the conference.
The 2013 ECC was held for two eight hour days on a Thursday and a Friday, the entire 95 workday. As recently as two months prior, the conference was planned for the Wednesday and
Thursday of the same week but there was a timing conflict that led to a schedule change. The
2015 HS FS was held on a Friday afternoon, a Saturday morning and afternoon and then a
Sunday morning. This type of schedule is the model for a FS and breaks down to 16 to 20 hours
of work over an evening, a full day, and a morning (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010). Would the 2013
ECC had better attendance if it had followed a similar timeline? While it is not possible to
answer that for certain, several participants specifically mentioned seeing other stakeholders
leaving before the end of the second day. Were they leaving because they had other
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responsibilities or commitments, were they drained from conferencing, or were they not
interested in the action planning (and the commitment of more time in the future) that they knew
would take place near the end of the conference?
The lack of consistent attendance was an issue prior to the 2013 ECC as well. Dr. Pinker
felt that attendance was an issue starting with the planning meetings for the conference which
involved “not necessarily all the same people in the conversation…there was not a lot of deep
collaborative preparation and planning.” Some of the pre-conference planning involved decisions
about who to invite and how to confirm attendance. Prior to the official announcements and
invitations they role played how to invite others to the conference as well as how to help to
create an initial buzz. Dr. Jefferies, the conference’s other facilitator, stressed the inconsistency
of attendance and the follow-through of the planning committee leading up to the conference and
that most of the work was done by one person, the administrator of the research institution who
spearheaded the project.
Different relationships between organizers and stakeholders:
Internally organized. One difference between the two case studies is that the 2015 HS FS
was internally organized by the high school with direction from the school board. Those
involved in the organization included teachers, administrators, and other staff who work for the
school district as well as other local officials. So volunteering one’s entire weekend also held
direct professional relevance for many of these participants and may have contributed to full
attendance. Of the 63 stakeholders who attended the conference 26 were school staff and
administrators.
Externally organized. In contrast, the 2013 ECC was developed by a research institute of
a state university that was external to the participants, who were from a variety of day care
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centers and preschools as well as participants from the school district, local government, and
social service agencies. Some of these entities, such as various pre-schools, could be seen as
competitors, as mentioned by one of the organizers (and as discussed earlier in the common
ground section).
One facilitator mentioned an aspect of the FS process that illustrates an important
dichotomy between the internally organized 2015 HS FS and the externally organized 2013
ECC. This aspect is that a singular organization can make attendance and follow-up an aspect of
their performance review. while there is no such mechanism for community groups. Consider
Bammer’s (2013) second question, “what is being integrated by whom?”. The “whom” aspect
points to this internal versus external dichotomy. The “what?” points to how different the tasks are. In
the case of the 2013 ECC, what is being integrated is an intended collaboration that did not exist prior to
the intervention, and the whom is the research institution which is external to the stakeholders. Whereas
the 2015 HS FS was internally organized and its core task was to improve upon the school’s mission.

Location of the conference.
Several participants of the 2013 ECC considered the close proximity’s effect on
attendance. As Dr. Pinker put it, “the good and bad there [in the location of the conference] was
it was right in town. Which means that people did not necessarily make it a priority” because if
people “had to run out to a meeting, they ran out. If they couldn’t come back, they didn’t show
up. That doesn’t necessarily speak to the actual room I guess, but location. Location and level of
commitment.” Carla, a school community liaison who attended the conference, also discussed
location together with attendance as she asserted that if she had decided on a location she would
have chosen a school or the local high school that “has a huge space, you know in their
auditorium. I would have just brought more people. They had people but these people didn’t
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stay. Some of them were here, you know, just up and leave.” Although a central location could
have been a factor that contributed to the sporadic attendance for the 2013 ECC FS, it should be
noted that the well-attended 2015 HS FS was also held in a central location—in the cafeteria of
the local high school that was the core focus of the conference.
6. Healthy meeting conditions.
The insurance policy of healthy meeting conditions includes the elements of daylight
(windows which allow natural sun), good acoustics, and healthy food (Weisbord & Janoff,
2010).
Weisbord and Janoff (2000) discuss how daylight and healthy food are important to keep
up peoples’ energy for optimal work. Criteria that are relevant to this insurance policy are how
participants perceived the physical environment of the conference and specifically whether there
were windows to allow natural sun, stakeholders could hear one another well during small and
large group proceedings, and the quality of the food.
Both conferences satisfied the insurance policy of healthy meeting conditions. Some
participants from both FS conferences described healthy meeting conditions and this was
corroborated by the survey data from the 2013 ECC. My findings are limited to stating that the
organizers of both conferences attempted to achieve healthy meeting conditions and that the
facilitators and some other participants expressed favorable opinions regarding the meeting
conditions.
7. Allow three days for 16 to 20 hours of work (i.e. “sleep twice”).
The importance of the insurance policy of having a three-day event (i.e. “sleep twice”)
for 16 to 20 hours, is based on the Zeigarnik Effect, which describes how one’s mind is
subconsciously compelled to work on unfinished tasks (Zeigarnik, 1967). This is why Weisbord
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and Janoff (1995) designed the first two days of a FS conference to stop in the middle of
engaging tasks. The first day is designed to stop after the whole group has participated in making
a mind map of two trends—trends that affect them now and trends that are most important for
the topic. Then, the next morning begins with stakeholder groups considering the same map and
identifying what they consider to be the most important trends. The second day ends with mixedstakeholder groups sharing themes that they believe are common ground for all stakeholders. The
morning of the third day begins with the whole group dialoguing to agree on common ground
statements (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010). Weisbord and Janoff (2007) stress that the meeting length
must match the agenda and that effective whole system meetings should find shared agreement.
They go on to say that next steps can be shorter than three days if: the agenda is narrowly
focused, others have spent time working on key issues, and the goal is not controversial, even if
it is not well understood. However, they do not consider meetings shorter than three days to be
FS conferences.
The FS method relies on stakeholders learning different roles to promote group
responsibility and to co-create knowledge to collectively gain a more differentiated
understanding of the functioning of multiple levels of systems, as well as striving to promote
collaborative relationships amongst diverse stakeholders (Janoff, 2021). The collective visioning
for the future is designed to integrate the group’s enhanced system understanding in a manner
that overcomes emotional impulses to deny, ignore, or blur differences and instead helps
participants to focus on common ground and the planning of real actions. Weisbord and Janoff
(2010) describe these processes as complex undertakings that take a sizable amount of time.
They mention having tried two day meetings but they found that participants became overloaded

89

and tired. In addition, participants did not have enough time to revisit feelings of skepticism and
uncertainty.
The 2015 HS FS achieved a three-day duration while the 2013 ECC did not. The 2013
ECC was held on a Thursday and a Friday, designed to be 16 hours total, which included all of
the typical FS conference activities, but in the format of two long days instead of the half dayfull day-half day format. The planning committee made this decision due to scheduling logistics,
which may have included consideration of funding deadlines in addition to the availability of
childcare. Both of the facilitators, well aware of the conditions for success, expressed that the
lack of “two sleeps” limited some of the shared understanding that the process seeks to establish.
Dr. Jefferies, a Facilitator of the 2013 ECC, stated that the importance of having a three day
conference was conveyed to the planning committee, but due to competing demands for time
they “didn’t quite buy that insurance policy. We met for the right number of hours, but we had
our sleep in the wrong place and not two of them.” Dr. Jefferies’s colleague facilitator Dr.
Pinker, linked up this concern with the lack of full attendance; she saw a “negative effect” from
“the fact that it was two days and combined that it was different players each day”. She further
explained that problems arose “because we didn’t really have a full quorum of stakeholders that
were there consistently for two days” and that “when you have to introduce new faces into the
mix on day two, that just changes what day two is.” In the final report on the conference,
although the facilitators include the words “future search conference” in the title page, the text
body says more accurately that it was a two day conference that incorporated the FS conference
methods. Weisbord and Janoff (2010) do not consider two day meetings to be FS conferences.
While they are convinced that three day meetings can be much more effective than two day
meetings due to the brain’s need to have extra time to let concepts soak in, they do invite this
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hypothesis to be tested. However, it is beyond the scope of this study to draw any conclusion
regarding whether the 2013 ECC would have made a greater impact if it had been for three days.
The 2015 HS FS did abide by the insurance policy of “sleep twice” as the conference was
held on a Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. This aspect was mentioned by Dr. Beckers, an
administrator who helped to plan 2015 HS FS, who recalled that it took up “a Friday night, all
day Saturday and Sunday.” Dr. Winters, a 2015 HS FS facilitator, discussed how some of the
timing of the FS needed to be adjusted from the typical structure and it was important to consider
not just “that people have to sleep twice—but what are they gonna’ sleep on?”
8. Invite people to take public responsibility for follow-up.
The insurance policy of encouraging public responsibility for follow-up (Weisbord &
Janoff, 2010) is based on Lewin’s (1946) concept that people are more likely to follow through
on intentions that they declare publicly. Weisbord and Janoff (2000) explain that this concept is
behind why stakeholders choose the action groups that they most want to pursue and then are
asked to publicly state their personal next steps. Criteria that are relevant to this insurance policy
include participants perceptions of the process of taking responsibility for future action during
the action planning phase at the conference, as well as measures before and after the conference
that may be relevant. These measures could include how the conference is publicized, video
recordings and other forms of electronic documentation of the conference, subsequent sharing of
media, and follow-up facilitator run meetings.
Both conferences satisfied some aspects of the insurance policy of inviting people to take
public responsibility for follow-up, yet both also planned for a follow-up meeting run by the
facilitators2, which did not occur. The two conferences used several methods to increase the
2

Follow up meetings not run by facilitators will be discussed regarding the core principles of focus on common
ground and future planning.
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feeling of public responsibility. The methods included word of mouth, video recording, and the
subsequent sharing of media. Both of the conferences made plans to further enhance the aspect
of publicly taking responsibility by having a follow-up meeting run by the facilitators; however,
these facilitator-run meetings did not occur.
Word of mouth. Facilitators of the 2013 ECC provided a reminder to the planning
committee, printed on meeting agendas, to “feel free to talk people up about this opportunity and
important event to create the interest and ‘buzz’, get it on people’s radar, and get a sense of who
might be interested in being invited”.
Video recording. Video recording FS conferences is a common practice, and the presence
of recording devices may enhance stakeholders’ feelings of publicly taking responsibility.
Sharing of media. An edited DVD video of the 2013 ECC was produced but not released
publicly (due to a lack of releases for photographic images for all attendees). However,
facilitators of the 2013 ECC wrote a final report about the conference which they posted to a FSrelated website. Organizers of the 2015 HS FS edited a 16 minute video that was widely shared
with the parents of the school district and then it was later posted on a FS-related website. Edited
videos of both conferences show some specific future actions that stakeholders committed to;
however verification of achievement of those goals was beyond the scope of this study.
Both conferences planned for a follow-up meeting run by the facilitators which did not
occur. A method strongly encouraged by Weisbord and Janoff (2000) to increase public
responsibility is to hold a follow-up meeting to further reinforce commitments and action plans.
Beckhard (2006) articulated that many organizations hold follow-up meetings to evaluate
organizational change. Both of these conferences were originally planned to have a follow-up
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meeting held by the facilitators, yet neither of these meetings occurred despite initial plans and
budgeting.
Dr. Jefferies, a facilitator of the 2013 ECC, felt that they started out well in terms of
public responsibility being taken at the conference, but not having a follow-up meeting run by
the facilitators may have diminished public accountability. When asked about the lack of a
facilitated follow-up meeting, Dr. Pinker, the other facilitator, felt “there was still a lot to be done
and honestly I am not sure where that had fallen.” Regarding follow-up after the conference, the
facilitator Dr. Hasteries mentioned that he spoke with Dr. Odell, the administrator who was the
school’s point person for the FS project, a couple of times and thought “there was going to be a
meeting of the conference people” but could not recall if he had ever heard that it happened, but
he certainly did not facilitate it.
Summary of Findings
In this chapter, I presented three themes regarding participants’ perceptions of their
experience at a future-oriented conference they attended 3–5 years before I conducted interviews
with them. The three themes were: (1) the positive emotions and actions mentioned by the
participants, (2) the value of diversity, and (3) the conference being a well-planned learning
experience. Regarding the conditions for success, how and if each conference met each condition
varied, but neither of the units of analysis completely met all of the conditions. Participants
provided a breadth of insights into their experience of the conference they attended. The
conditions for success framework pointed to several elements that were relevant to postintervention outcomes. Seemingly similar conferences can represent entirely different system
level tasks when you consider the relationships between conference organizers and stakeholders.
The 2013 ECC was externally organized with a goal of forming a coalition between mainly
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disparate entities while the 2015 HS FS was internally organized, with a more general goal of
visioning towards the future as part of its self-appraisal process.
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Chapter V
The FS conference method (Weisbord & Janoff, 1996) has received significant attention
as a dialogue method (Bammer, 2013). The method uses the power of increasing system
knowledge in order to collectively envision better futures as a tool to promote system change in
communities (Bermudez, 2019), organizations (Olsen, 2011; Nitecki et al., 2013), workplace
health concerns (Polanyi, 2002), sustainability (Oels, 2002), citizen participation formats
(Meschede & Mainka, 2020), and many other arenas that attempt to combat wicked problems
(Bartunek et al., 2011; Ney & Verweij, 2015). Oels (2002) used interviews with a social audit
approach when she evaluated two FS conferences to gain a better understanding of the
complexities of determining whether the method has the power to create substantive change.
Only Nitecki et al. (2013) focused on Weisbord and Janoff’s (2000) claim of the
importance of the conditions for success framework, which Weisbord and Janoff had developed
based on observations of successful collaborative conferences. Nitecki et al. (2013) utilized a
single retrospective case study about a university’s relationship with its library and included
qualitative interviews and survey questions in which FS participants were asked for ratings of
their perceptions of each of the conditions for success. Nitecki et al. (2013) concluded that all of
the conditions for success were met for the FS conference they examined and called for more
systematic evaluations of the FS conference method. My study uses an instrumental case study
approach (Stake, 1995) to examine two multi-day conferences with a focus on the conditions for
success framework (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010). The conferences were designed for similar
themes of seeking to improve the education and development of a certain age groups within a
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local area. An instrumental case study approach (Stake, 1995) has not previously been utilized to
consider the conditions for success framework of the FS conference method.
The purpose of this instrumental case study is to understand the FS conference method as
a form of AR by exploring two conferences based on FS principles and to consider the suitability
of the conditions for success framework for the FS conference method (Weisbord & Janoff,
2010). The FS conference method involves the detailed planning of a three day conference with
interdependent stakeholders and utilizes a process of dialogue to integrate stakeholder
perspectives regarding past and present trends regarding a particular complex issue. After this,
stakeholders are invited to envision an improved future before the events of the conference
culminate in a process that seeks collective agreement on action steps (Weisbord and Janoff,
2000). Based on the premise that everyone can help to improve systems (Weisbord, 1995), the
FS method postulates that it is more productive for participants to discover new ways of relating
to each other rather than diagnosing problems and attempting to enact cures (Weisbord & Janoff,
2010). Bammer et al. (2009) puts forth that dialogue methods attempt to generate collective
action through the integration of research with other types of knowledge; they call on
interdisciplinary researchers to maximize their ability to address real world problems and for a
fertile body of knowledge to enable experts in research integration to better utilize dialogue
methods. The research questions guiding this study were:
1. What were the participants’ experiences of the FS conference method of
dialogue?
2. How do the conditions for success link to successes or challenges in the
conferences?

96

I considered two units of analysis for this instrumental case study; both were educationbased implementations of the FS conference AR method in the northeastern US. The 2013 ECC
was organized through a research institution affiliated with a state university, and the 2015 HS
FS was organized by a diverse suburban school district and was designed to envision an
improved future for the high school. Participants included facilitators and stakeholders of the two
organizing entities, education and social support stakeholders, and community stakeholders. Data
included interviews with stakeholders and relevant artifacts. A qualitative content analysis was
used based on theory and the research questions drew on textual material to formulate criteria to
define categories of data that can be revised and eventually reduced to main themes. The
theoretical framework used to guide this study was Weisbord and Janoff’s (2000) conditions for
success.
Findings regarding the experience of conferences based on the FS principles consisted of
three themes. The first theme relates to the positive emotions and actions that the participants
mentioned. Participants mentioned the positive emotions that they felt at the conference,
including “happy”, “exciting”, “optimistic”, “inspirational”, “engaging”, “love”, and “joyful”.
Participants discussed positive actions—such as people being engaged, energetic, hard-working,
and committed, as well as the process of sharing of ideas, and being collaborative with other
participants. The second theme was the value of diversity. This diversity included demographic
diversity and the diversity of stakeholders groups. Facilitators of both conferences also spoke of
ethnic diversity, specifically in terms of the facilitators themselves. The third theme was that the
conference was a well-planned learning experience. Participants found the conference
interesting, said they learned a lot, and things went smoothly.
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Findings regarding the conditions for success framework were that the extent to which
each conference met each condition varied, but neither of the units of analysis fully met all of the
conditions. The two day 2013 ECC did not meet the insurance policies of having two nights of
sleep interspersed between the 16–20 hours of activities that constitute an FS conference, did not
achieve full attendance, and did not have a facilitated follow-up meeting despite initial plans.
This means that the insurance policy of taking public responsibility for follow-up action was
only partially met. Achieving full attendance was a challenge for the 2013 ECC as the
conference was organized by a research institute of a state university that was external to the
local stakeholders who were from a variety of daycare centers and preschools along with the
school district, local government, and social service agencies. The 2015 HS FS was organized by
a school district with a focus on the local high school, which meant that many of the participants
were internal and the conference was able to meet full attendance, though it did not fully satisfy
all of the conditions for success either. It also did not have a facilitated follow-up meeting
despite initial plans, so the insurance policy of taking public responsibility for follow-up action
was only partially met. The core principle of getting the whole system in the room was also only
partially met. Although there were stakeholders who represented all of the elements suggested by
the core principle of “getting the whole system in the room”, the school district itself is an
essentially top down organization which had the challenge of a vacuum of top leadership at the
time of the conference. So despite the presence of stakeholders who represented authority, a few
months after the conference the new superintendent ceased the committees that had been formed
at the conference as the district began a new strategic planning process, which also consisted of a
three day conference.
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Implications of Findings
In this section, I address the research questions based on the findings presented in
Chapter IV.

RQ1: What are the participants’ perceptions of FS action research conference?
The participants perceived the 2013 ECC and the 2015 HS FS Conference in a positive
light. Positive emotions, praise of actions, an expanded understanding of the issue, and praise of
diversity were identified. The positive emotions included participants feeling “very good” and
feeling “excited” about the conference they attended. Participants described the conference they
attended as “collaborative” and expressed that they participated in an engaging learning
experience. When they discussed diversity, the participants praised the insights of the
stakeholder groups that were affected by the main issue of each conference (parents of young
children and high school students). Edited conference videos and, from the 2013 ECC, postconference evaluation data also supported this finding.
The fact that the participants’ perceptions were positive is not surprising for several
reasons. First, the FS conference is meant to be a positive experience of deepening relationships
and levels of understanding. The positive emotions included participants feeling “inspired” and
“optimistic” about the future, which is a key ingredient sought by the founders of the FS
philosophy for the imagining of an improved future (Weisbord & Janoff, 1995). This finding
does not support the concerns about the emotional roller coaster type of experience described by
Weisbord and Janoff (1996), which received criticism for being designed to purposefully confuse
or upset conference participants (Emery & Purser, 1996; Oels, 2002). This finding aligns with
the report of positive perceptions by Polanyi (2001), who used interviews and surveys to
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understand the experiences of stakeholder participants of a single FS. Using a grounded theory
approach, Polanyi found a relatively high rate of participant satisfaction with the overall
conference process. My study considers the FS conference method by examining two embedded
units of analysis with participant interviews conducted three to five years after the conference;
this retrospective approach allows for consideration of the long term outcomes three to five years
after the conference. My study’s consideration of the research institution’s post-conference
survey data along with my retrospective interview data indicates that these perceptions may have
stayed stable over time.

RQ2: How do the conditions for success link to successes or challenges in the conferences?
The conditions for success core principle of getting the “whole system” in the room is
linked to a success in the 2013 ECC and a challenge in the 2015 HS FS. The “whole system in
the room” refers to inviting interdependent stakeholders to the conference who represent the
elements of authority, resources, expertise, information, and those who are in need of a solution
(this is the “ARE IN” acronym) to enact positive change (Weisbord & Janoff, 1996). For the
participants in this study, having the “whole system” in the room was the principle that mattered
the most to secure successful conference outcomes or not.
Stakeholders who attended the 2013 ECC comprised all of the elements of the “ARE IN”
acronym. The element of stakeholders with resources directly linked to a success; the positive
outcome of a funder who attended the conference and later supported the We Care Coalition for
a one year, $25,000 grant. The coalition reported successfully fulfilling its goals for the year.
However it did not seek further funding and it ceased to exist after a year and half of activity.
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Plans for the coalition had initially included goals that were projected for three years into the
future.
Although it did have stakeholders who represented the element of authority, the 2015 HS
FS did not have a superintendent of schools who would have been the main authority. A school
district is a top down organization with the superintendent at the helm, though at the behest of
the board of education. However, the superintendent who approved the future search conference
left in the months that it took to plan the conference. The new superintendent was hired by the
time of the conference but he had not yet started the position. When the new superintendent
started he soon announced a new three day strategic planning conference. He stopped the
processes that had begun at the FS conference in order to plan for the new process; this was an
end point for outcomes that links with the whole system in the room’s element of authority.
Aronson et al. (2005) discussed a school-based FS conference with favorable outcomes despite
the departure of the superintendent of the school district less than a year after the conference;
however that superintendent had been very active in the conference and helped to lead several
outcomes that allowed for continuance of reforms following the transition.
The linkages of the core principle of “whole system in the room” with a post-conference
outcome and a post-conference end-point of outcomes is understandable given the importance
attached to multi-stakeholder partnerships in attempts to combat wicked problems (Brouwer et
al., 2019). It is not a surprise that FS conference implementations differ in their attainment of the
conditions for success, as each FS occurs in a unique context. Weisbord and Janoff (2000) state
in their anecdotal analysis of conferences, that conferences do not all achieve the conditions for
success. Nitecki et al. (2013) utilized a survey in which FS participants were asked for ratings of
their perceptions of each of the conditions for success; they concluded that all of the conditions
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were met for the case study FS conference that they examined. My study went beyond whether
the conferences satisfied conditions for success and found that the “whole system in the room”
was essential to outcomes of both units of analysis.
Participants described how the lack of full attendance at the 2013 ECC created a
challenge for other conditions for success. The core principle of having people self-manage their
own groups and be responsible for action was only partially met due to the challenge of having
to teach late-coming stakeholders the expectations for engagement at the conference. The
collective learning about system functioning, encapsulated by the core principle to “explore the
whole elephant”, was limited by attendees not staying in the room. 2013 ECC participants
recalled the need for stories to be repeated due to inconsistencies in attendance. Several
participants discussed that stakeholders were leaving as the conference entered into its action
planning phase, and this limited the conference’s ability to find common ground. One facilitator
mentioned an aspect about the FS process that illustrates an important dichotomy between the
internally organized 2015 HS FS and the externally organized 2013 ECC. His point was that a
singular organization can make attendance and follow-up an aspect of their performance review,
while there is no such mechanism for community groups. So although the 2013 ECC may have
achieved the core principle of getting the “whole system in the room” to a certain extent, the
variability in attendance amounted to the “whole system” only being in the room for a limited
time.
Limitations
One limitation, especially in terms of the 2013 ECC, was that a number of years had
passed between the point of participating in the conference and the interviews being conducted
and this may have affected the ability of the interviewees to remember the events of the
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conference. Time also impacted access to interviewees. I was only able to interview six
participants, two facilitators, two organizers, and two attendees, and not eight participants as I
had planned. Originally I had wanted to interview two facilitators, three organizers, and three
attendees. Key stakeholders who participated in the 2013 ECC showed a lack of responsiveness.
Some of them had previously agreed to be interviewed but ultimately did not respond or were
otherwise not available for an interview during the data collection period.
In contrast, I interviewed the planned-for eight participants (two facilitators, three
organizers, and three attendees) from the 2015 HS FS. Participants from the 2015 HS FS did
provide more details than those from the other conference, so they may not have been limited by
the three years of elapsed time from the conference to data collection. In addition to time,
sociocultural factors may also have affected the amount of participant recall.
Additional stakeholders would have been helpful to convey different viewpoints. There
was one person who was identified as the originator of the idea to have each conference; these
originators were contacted and although both agreed to an interview, neither of these took place.
The stakeholder group that was considered to be “in need of a solution” for each conference was
not interviewed; for the 2013 ECC, this was due to parents not returning requests for interviews
or not willing to be interviewed. For the 2015 HS FS, this was due to my uncertainty regarding
the age of the stakeholders, who had been high school students at the time of the conference.
Because of this I did not contact them because they may have been too young. Facilitators of the
method were well represented in the sample but there were no funders or originators interviewed.
Another difficulty was that participants did not always provide supporting details or explain why
they felt certain ways; several specifically mentioned not remembering many details, although
what they did remember was clearly on positive.
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The time factor was also a limitation in another way. By the time I interviewed
participants in 2018, the 2013 ECC had two additional years to complete its work compared to
the more recent 2015 HS FS. As Olsen (2011) discussed in her limitations, comparing
interventions (such as FS conferences that occur at different times) is difficult because the
differing times between the two FSs mean that the FS conferences have had unequal time to
achieve the action plans. Another limitation is that the design of this study was not integrated
into the design of either of the FSs themselves. This would have allowed for a longitudinal study
that examined changes in perceptions of the units of analysis and alignment with the conditions
for success framework.
A major limitation regarding the 2015 HS FS was the lack of data, other than the
interviews that I was ultimately able to access. The school district agreed to provide me with data
and I was given a contact list with some additional information about the participants, such as
stakeholder group and demographic information. I was granted access to a well-circulated 16minute edited video that was produced about the event, and one additional artifact (a mind map
from the conference). The principal had proudly showed me how she still displayed the mind
map from the FS three years after the conference, and I was allowed to take a picture of it. I had
expected to find information such as proposals for the conference, funding information, meeting
minutes of planning committees, raw video footage of the conference, notes, artifacts from the
conference (such as pictures of all the visuals on the walls of a FS conference), and follow-up
materials (such as meeting minutes of action task forces that were formed at the conference).
Unfortunately, the district’s data from the FS was lost during the migration to a new computer
platform approximately a year after the conference. I do not know if the lack of data preservation
was a conscious decision or not, but it suggests that once the superintendent ceased the
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continuation of the action plan committees that had been created from the FS conference process,
that data was no longer valued.
A further limitation stems from the lack of an existing body of established standards for
methods of evaluation of the FS. Common among soft systems engineering approaches to
organizations, there are concerns that the judgments of facilitators receive undue prominence at
the expense of science in the implementation of methodologies (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005).
Most concerning in the case of the FS method is the large use that the method has had along with
widespread descriptions of many success stories, despite the relatively small number of empirical
studies (Olsen, 2011).
I suggest caution in interpreting my findings regarding the positive experience of the
conference. There may be bias regarding my sample as they responded to my request to be
interviewed that others denied. Those who agreed to be interviewed may have been more prone
to have strong opinions, which may indicate they were more invested with the project overall.
Four of the 14 participants were facilitators, who might be thought to be biased towards being
positive about the implementations, although they pointed out many challenges and were often
more critical than the participants who were stakeholders.
Implications for Practice
My study has a number of implications for practice. The first is that it provides further
evidence of the unique context of each large-group intervention. Despite the fact that these two
events were both multi-day conferences based on the same principles in two locations that were
close to each other and both with themes focused on the education and development of a
particular age group of children, they were vastly different endeavors. Organizing entities
together with trained FS facilitators try to fulfill the conditions for success; yet as the planning
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process gets underway a host of problems can be encountered, well before the conference gets
underway. These problems are not limited to the planning committee meetings not being well
attended by stakeholders, as in the case of the 2013 ECC or if the organizing entity itself goes
through a leadership vacuum, as in the case of the 2015 HS FS. During the planning of the 2013
ECC, the planning committee opted to host the conference for two full days as, opposed to the
typical half day-full day-half day format and this is why the conference is not considered a true
FS conference. Weisbord and Janoff (2000) specifically warn against doing action planning at
the end of two long days as they have observed that people are tired at that point and ready to
disengage.
My study confirms the importance of the conditions for success framework. The
framework, especially the core principle of having “whole system in the room”, was able to
reveal both challenges and successes. My study should be considered by those who are
considering the adoption of the FS conference method. Future considerations need to include
how well your endeavor will potentially be able to meet the conditions for success and how to
sustain those conditions in the struggle for long term positive change. For future research, it is
important to consider: the qualitative use of the conditions for success framework, how apply it
to other FS conferences and whether they may be applicable to other dialogue methods as well.
There are documented cases of major breakthroughs by the use of these principles (see
Weisbord & Janoff, 2000) but my study points to pitfalls of achieving long term sustainable
outcomes, and these pitfalls align well with the framework. Organizers of the FS conference
method, and possibly other large group interventions, may be well advised to consider these
factors when planning conferences utilizing dialogue methods. This approach entails
considering: the task of the FS, relationships between stakeholders and particularly relationships
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between organizers and stakeholders, and how these relationships may represent challenges and
possible strengths. As Weisbord and Janoff (2000) mention, stakeholder dynamics can boggle
the mind.
Recommendations for Further Research
Future research could utilize a similar format as the 2013 ECC in terms of being
conducted by a university institution for the purpose of a participatory AR method being applied
to a location of perceived need. This research should, however, also include an additional
component of the university trying to achieve a third mission type of commitment to the
community. One possibility is to encompass a service learning component into a university’s
local collaborations, which would allow university students to gain real world experience in such
areas as education and health (see Siemens 2012).
This time is right within higher education for a new paradigm in which universities
become cognizant of how they must interact with communities and other types of organizations
to achieve mutually beneficial collaborations (McGrath et al., 2013; Vargiu, 2014; Levine,
2013). One way that universities have attempted to be involved with their communities is by use
of AR methodologies (Anderson, 1994). McDonald et al. (2009) suggested that research
institutions could utilize the FS method when an approach is needed to overcome disciplinary
barriers in order to produce an integrated approach to a research agenda. Nitecki et al. (2013)
examined the context of an FS action research method being utilized to transform an academic
library and called for more systematic evaluations of the FS conference method. I join this call
for more systemic evaluations of the FS conference method, including attempts to further the
third mission of the university. Universities should consider investigating how the FS conference
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method and other large group interventions could propel university wide collaboration and
preparedness to collaborate with communities and other systems.
Future research needs to consider both organizational readiness for large group
interventions, such as how to gauge leadership stability, and how to align methods with the
problems. George et al. (2019) conducted a meta-analysis of strategic planning and found a wide
array of evidence that strategic planning is effective across a wide range of public and private
organizations, although they did not find studies that involved strategic planning in complex
systems encompassing multiple organizations. Bovaird (2008) asserts that methods of strategic
planning may be adept to address less complex problems, while Brouwer et al. (2019)
acknowledges the complexity of the FS conference method.
Weisbord and Janoff (2010) described a goal of a virtual global online FS with a large
number of participants working “on a task everyone values, where people need one another to
succeed” (Weisbord & Janoff, 2010, Location 1854 of 4339). Recently, Janoff et al. (2022, listserve communication) proudly announced a five day virtual FS conference on global climate
issues, which included 50 stakeholders from over 30 countries and concluded with agreement
reached on action plans. I recommend that an aspect to consider is the quality of the experience
for virtual and hybrid participants in comparison to real life conferences. Some aspects to
consider that emanate from the conditions for success framework is a consideration of how
Lewin’s observation regarding the taking of public responsibility may operate in a virtual format.
Researchers should strongly consider the potential of using the internet in a transparent manner
to increase the aspect of publicly responsibility and to investigate if Lewin’s observation is valid
in this context.
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Researchers should consider how aspects of transparency, diversity, and gaining
knowledge could potentially be strengths of FS adaptations to virtual space. Future researchers
would be wise to follow Bartunek et al.’s (2011) multi-faceted approach to integrating
practitioner and academic knowledge, as they consider how to adapt principles of large group
interventions into virtual formats. Dorton et al. (2022) suggest research into how crowdsourced
contributors with organizational knowledge can co-develop solutions with organizational
decision makers. Perhaps there is a way to harness the shared knowledge of the global to help the
local.
Future research needs to consider how to best assess large group interventions such as the
FS conference method. I join Weisbord and Janoff’s (2010) invitation to test the hypothesis that
three day meetings can be much more effective than two day meetings due to the brain’s need to
have extra time to let concepts soak in. With the advent of remote and hybrid meetings, future
research will need to consider possible differences in our brain’s processing of information
within these formats and how to approach the offering of virtual formats for large group
interventions.
Future research needs to utilize standardized taxonomies to improve understanding of
complex interventions. I join Bammer’s (2013) call for standard methods to describe and analyze
research integration to answer basic questions she puts forth regarding transdisciplinary tools and
methods. Bammer’s five questions regarding research integration can also be addressed since her
method has general applicability to interventions as opposed to being geared towards one
specific intervention, such as the conditions for success. Bammer’s (2013) questions involve
what the integration is attempting to achieve (and who will benefit), what is being integrated by
whom, how the integration is being undertaken, what is the context, and what is the outcome?
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Conclusion
I examined two future-oriented conferences using the conditions for success framework.
Although tracking long term outcomes is a complex endeavor and beyond the scope of my study,
especially in light of the limitation of data from one of the conferences, I did find some outcomes
and also end-points to the outcomes of each of the two embedded units of analysis. The
conditions for success framework helped me to identify aspects of the implementations of the
conferences that limited their overall effectiveness while also pointing to strengths and allowing
me to consider dynamics between the conditions for success. Consideration of the systemic
relationships between organizers and stakeholders was vital in understanding how seemingly
similar conferences in terms of topic can represent entirely different system level tasks.
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Appendix A - Sample interview questions
Participant interviewees were all either facilitators or “participatory stakeholders” in
one of the two case study future search conferences under study and are classified in accordance
to their relationship with the conference. The three categories are facilitators, organizers, and
attendees. Facilitators were trained in the Future Search Conference research method, organizers
were stakeholders who helped fund or plan the conference that is the main event of this
participatory action research method, and attendees were stakeholders who attended the future
search conference but were not part of the organizing effort. The justification for these categories
is that facilitators, along with organizers such as funders, experts, and other participatory
stakeholders who took part in the planning process, are thought to be the only informants with
knowledge of the planning and development process of the future search conference.
Participatory stakeholders who were attendees of the conference but did not take part in the
planning process may hold different views of the conference than those who had helped to plan
it, since they probably did not have preconceived notions about what to expect.
Organizers of the future search conference:
Questions relevant to originators include:
1. What were your goals in enacting this type of action research?
2. How did you decide upon this idea?
3. Please tell me about your level of prior knowledge or experiences of the future
search conference process, if any.
4. What was the planning process?
5. How did you identify stakeholders?
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6. How were you defining success?
7. How did you measure it?
8. What did the conference look like?
9. What happened afterwards?
10. What is your understanding of the results of this future search?
11. In regards to the action plan that was agreed upon at the conference of
______________________, was this action plan completed in a specific and
measurable manner? (Researcher will repeat this question for each of the five
action plans from the approved list.)
12. Are you aware of any documentation or other evidence regarding the completion
of any of the action plans (NOTE: Researcher will skip this question if the
participant did not indicate at least one completed action plan in the preceding
question)?
13. What is your reaction to the impact of this future search?
14. How could the conference have been more effective?
15. How were the results evaluated? Was there internal evaluation? Was there external
evaluation?
16. What do you know about the evaluators?
17. Was there any other way(s) that this process was evaluated?
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Questions relevant to funders include:
1. What were your goals in deciding to fund this project?
2. How did you decide upon this idea?
3. What was the planning process?
4. How did you identify stakeholders?
5. How were you defining success?
6. How did you measure it?
7. What did the conference look like?
8. What happened afterwards?
9. What is your understanding of the results of this future search?
10. In regards to the action plan that was agreed upon at the conference of
______________________, was this action plan completed in a specific and
measurable manner? (Researcher will repeat this question for each of the action
plans.)
11. Are you aware of any documentation or other evidence regarding the completion of
any of the action plans (NOTE: Researcher will skip this question if the participant
did not indicate at least one completed action plan in the preceding question)?
12. What is your reaction to the results of this future search?
13. Please tell me about your level of prior knowledge or experiences of the future search
conference process, if any.
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14. How were the results evaluated? Was there internal evaluation? Was there external
evaluation?
15. How could the conference have been more effective?
Questions relevant to facilitators include:
1. What was the central issue of concern of this future search?
2. Describe the logic, the process, and the results of this future search.
3. How has it compared to other future searches and other implementations of action
research that you have participated in or are otherwise aware of?
4. What was the planning process?
5. How did you identify stakeholders?
6. How were you defining success?
7. How did you measure it?
8. What did the conference look like?
9. What happened afterwards?
10. What is your understanding of the results of this future search?
11. What is your reaction to the results of this future search?
12. You are familiar with Weisbord’s conditions for success and the insurance policies
that go with each of the conditions. In what ways do you think this future search
conference process was or was not able to meet the…….. (this question is asked for
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each of the eight conditions for success which consists of four core principles and
four insurance policies).
13. Please describe the evaluation process. Was there internal evaluation? Was there
external evaluation?
Questions relevant to planning committee members include:
1. What is your relationship to the issue of the future search conference that you helped
to plan?
2. What were the goals in planning the conference? What did you hope to achieve
overall?
3. How would you describe your experience at the future search conference?
4. Please tell me about your role in this future search?
5. Please tell me about your level of prior knowledge or experiences of the future search
conference process, if any.
6. In what ways, if any, did your understanding of the issue change during the future
search conference?
7. How would you describe the attempts that were made to find agreement among the
participants?
8. What happened when people had disagreements?
9. How would you describe the quality and level of involvement in the small groups that
you participated in?
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10. How was the process of making commitments handled at the conference?
11. What, if any, follow-up did you commit to at the conference and what happened?
12. Do you feel the goals were met? What evidence do you know of that indicates
whether or not these goals were met?
13. Can you describe the conference’s effect on any collaborations or partnerships that
you are aware of?
14. In regards to the action plan that was agreed upon at the conference of
______________________, was this action plan completed in a specific and
measurable manner? (Researcher will repeat this question for each of the five action
plans from the approved list.)
15. Are you aware of any documentation or other evidence regarding the completion of
any of the action plans (NOTE: Researcher will skip this question if the participant
did not indicate at least one completed action plan in the preceding question)?
16. How were the results evaluated? Was there internal evaluation? Was there external
evaluation?
17. What do you know about the evaluators?
18. Was there any other way(s) that this process was evaluated?
19. How could the conference have been more effective?
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Questions relevant for attendees of the future search conference (who did not contribute to the
planning) include:
1. What is your relationship to the issue of the future search conference that you
attended?
2. How would you describe your experience at the future search conference?
3. Please tell me about your role in this future search?
4. Please tell me about your level of prior knowledge or experiences of the future
search conference process, if any.
5. In what ways, if any, did your understanding of the issue change during the future
search conference?
6. How would you describe the attempts that were made to find agreement among
the participants?
7. What happened when people had disagreements?
8. How would you describe the quality and level of involvement in the small groups
that you participated in?
9. How was the process of making commitments handled at the conference?
10. What, if any, follow-up did you commit to at the conference and what happened?
11. Can you describe the conference’s effect on any collaborations or partnerships
that you are aware of?
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12. In regards to the action plan that was agreed upon at the conference of
______________________, was this action plan completed in a specific and
measurable manner? (Researcher will repeat this question for each of the five action
plans from the approved list.)
13. Are you aware of any documentation or other evidence regarding the completion
of any of the action plans (NOTE: Researcher will skip this question is the
participant did not indicate at least one completed action plan in the preceding
question)?
How could the conference been more effective?
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